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Organized to share the perspective of the classroom
teacher,

this

study represents an investigation of

an educational plan in which the

same teacher and students

remain together as an instructional unit
two years.

looping,

for a minimum of

Offered as an alternative to traditional grade

organization and standard progression through the grades,
looping is explored as an option for restructuring to better
serve American students.
that

the teacher will

The premise behind this plan is

come to know his/her students as

learners better over time;

a knowledge that will

improve the

teaching/learning dynamic within the classroom.
is more prevalent at the elementary level,
in this

looping

the participants

study are elementary classroom teachers with

experience

in looping.

Using a mixed-methods design,
parallel phases:
local

As

the

focused interviews of

study involved two
teachers

from four

communities and a geographically wider sampling of

teachers through distribution of a questionnaire.
participants were

selected through a snowball

vi

Potential

technique.

Secondary means of data collection involved on-site
observations and examination of related school documents.
From the

interviews,

common themes emerged regarding many

issues related to the

implementation of

looping.

These

views of classroom teachers were upheld by questionnaire
responses.
As reported by teachers,
include the

following:

community of

The home-school

link is

Students who loop show numerous gains within

the affective domain,

with additional benefit

identified as being at-risk,
anxiety.”

study

Looping builds a strong sense of a

learners.

strengthened.

major findings of this

Teachers

to those

and with a lessening of “summer

found that

transitioning between grades,

time was

saved in

allowing for increased time-

on- task and opportunities to expand the curriculum.
Research conclusion:
teachers

in this

study,

a program of persistence
alternative

Based on the perceptions of

looping holds

significant promise as

in group to offer a reasonable

for reorganizing elementary schools to maximize

the teaching/learning dynamic.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This

introductory chapter has been structured to share

an overview of

the research problem to be explored,

context of the

study and a brief description of the

methodology to be used,
explored,
audience

and the

specific research questions

significance of the project.

is those who share an interest

organization of elementary schools
The

The

the

to be
intended

in improving the

to enhance

learning.

Problem
"The more things change,

the more they stay the

same.”

In looking at our schools today and how they are organized
for learning,

this well-known statement

comes to mind.

Educators continue to struggle with an “old” problem--how to
improve the quality of education for students.
national

spotlight on public

schools,

With the

educational

reform is

raising the expectations of public schooling and bringing
under scrutiny many of the traditional ways that
have organized for learning.
pattern,
groups of

prevalent

One

schools

such organizational

in elementary grades,

is

that

in which

students and teachers are reassigned to different

classroom groupings on an annual basis.

This typical

progression through the grades raises the question:

Have

students been well-served by this traditional model of
organization?

Are there models that would better serve

the

needs of our current elementary school populations and their
communities?

1

Therefore,
educational
will

within the contemporary climate of

reform and restructuring initiatives,

examine one way of reorganizing at

classroom level

study

the elementary

in order to enhance the teaching/learning

situation for students.
reorganization,

this

Specifically,

this plan of

called “looping,” establishes

the

opportunity for long-term relationships to be built between
the teacher and his/her students.
persistence

in group,

Defined as a pattern of

looping organizes grade progression so

that a teacher and students remain together as an
instructional unit
assumption here
relationships
these

for a minimum of two years.

is that

is built

the potential

for long-term

into a system of

looping and that

long-term relationships will allow the teacher to know

his/her students better.
to

The

In turn,

such knowledge will

improved instruction and higher levels of

lead

student

progress.
Does
time

looping have the potential of providing a longer

for students to learn and grow while allowing their

teachers a greater opportunity to come to know their
students better?

Does this better knowledge of the

learner

enable the teacher to plan and carry out a more optimal
program of

instruction for each child?

embody the main purpose of this
concept of

looping and the value

study:

These questions
To investigate the

it might have as a

form of

persistent grouping in impacting the teaching-learning

2

dynamic

in the classroom.

This

investigation of

looping is

explored from the perspective of the classroom teacher.
The

focus of this

classroom.
used,

study is the

In terms of design,

consisting primarily of

individual

elementary

a mixed methods approach was

interviews of

local

supplemented by a geographically wider survey of
who have been practicing looping.

In general,

the perspective of the practitioner,
positive outcomes

teachers,
teachers

analyzed from

this research reveals

for looping programs,

with “success”

defined in terms of a variety of perceived benefits to
teachers,

students,

and parents.

Major findings of this
from the

study emerged as

common themes

interviews and have been upheld by the views

expressed in the questionnaires.

These

perspective of the classroom teacher,

findings,

include the

Looping builds a strong sense of a “community of
The home-school
program,

link is

following:

learners.”

strengthened under a looping

with parents also reporting a substantial

in summer anxiety between grades.
numerous

from the

affective gains

(i.e.,

reduction

Students who loop show

social-emotional growth),

with benefits noted in particular for the “at-risk”
students.

Teachers

further agreed that time was

the transition from one year to the next,

saved in

allowing for

increased time-on-task and an opportunity to expand the
curriculum.

3

Context of

the Study

As we approach the twenty-first century,

the

educational community continues to be under great public
scrutiny regarding the effectiveness of
At

the national

2000

level,

broad,

(Educate America Act,

have been set
date

for public

In response to the

in the GOALS 2000
be competent

U.S.

Dept,

schools

of Education,

(a)

fourth,

eighth,

target

just a few short years

significant challenges
(i.e.,

1994),

in America with the

set

forth

that all children will

in a wide range of academic skills,

benchmarks at the
that

agenda

schools.

idealistic goals under GOALS

for achievement of those goals

away.

its public

with

and twelfth grades;

the high school graduation rate will

increase to

(b)
90%;

(c)

that

all children will come to school ready to learn;

(d)

that

students

in the United States will

in areas of mathematics and science),

lead the world

elementary and

secondary schools across the nation have been involved in an
array of

initiatives designed to bring the kind of changes

and programs that would be necessary to meet
envisioned.

In Massachusetts,

initiatives,

this reform law,

agreement with national goals,
different approach.
also to move

ideals

this national agenda has been

embodied in the Education Reform Law of
state

the

1993.

Like other

in spirit,

is

in

but each state takes a

Local efforts,

one tier down,

in the same general direction.

attempt

However,

achieving these noble goals within a society that grows

4

steadily more complex and diverse presents a significant
challenge.
Given this
in the

1990s,

initiative,

setting of the educational reform movement

the purpose of this

focused on the teaching/learning dynamic,

possible alternative

least

As

stated,

a plan of persistence

and students

as

for organizing grade-level patterns

the elementary school.
looping,

study is to explore one

that

initiative

in

is

in group in which the

teacher

remain together as an instructional unit

two years.

a

for at

The basic assumption underlying this

restructuring plan is that a long-term relationship would be
built.

In turn,

this relationship would enhance the

teaching/learning dynamic,

leading the

students closer to

achieving some of the goals outlined under educational
reform.
As an organizational plan,
attention recently

(i.e.,

looping has received more

as a topic of discussion at

NAESP's National Convention in 1997),
research is available to support
study offers more

in looping,

As
it

is efficacy.

follows:

it

for success?

This research
specific

is the teacher who is

Thus,

the central

a central question for this

What are the perceptions of

regarding looping as an alternative
schools

formal

is the teacher around which this

investigation is built.
study is as

little

information regarding this

restructuring plan.
figure

but

In this

sense,

5

teachers

for restructuring
success would be

defined within the context of progress
GOALS

2000.

(See Appendix A for text

To organize a school
restructuring,
reform.

toward the
summary.)

for looping,

would require

some

a critical element of current educational

Restructuring represents an important piece of

various

reform initiatives and,

extensiveness of the program,

depending on the

can have a major impact within

any school attempting to restructure.
to restructure,
looping,

Therefore,

even on a relatively simple

would involve multiple

important of these
of

ideals of

factors.

factors would be change

scale

for the

topic of

school,

its

staff,

itself.

and those

change would be an important

administrators,

teachers,

students,

such as

One of the most

restructuring/reorganization would translate

changes

a decision

it

Any form

into many
served.

The

consideration for

and parents

as

they

planned their restructuring initiative.
The

influence of change will be

teacher/school portraits
this
the

study.

I will

share around the

For each teacher interviewed,

individual

circumstances that

I will

show that

I

findings of

have described

surrounded the original

decision to loop at each teacher's
portraits,

seen in the

school.

Through these

the process of change did

influence the way looping was received in the wider school
community.

In fact,

the

literature

substantiates

that how

an educational community deals with change and its multiple
issues

can have a significant

impact on the ultimate

6

success

of any reform initiative.

Evans affirms this point

addresses how educators move

as he

from old to new competencies:

Change redefines proficiency.
It devalues current
skills, even if they have been applied artfully-and even if those who have been applying them
still see than as valid and successful.
Implementation requires staff to move from what
has become at least old competence (if not
incompetence) to what is now defined as new
competence.
When, as with restructuring, the
scope and sophistication of such change goes far
beyond minor modifications, this transition is
especially challenging.
(1996, 63)
In recognition of the enormity of the reform mandate
and the

inherent difficulty in fostering change at

individual

school

level,

it

is hoped that

this

the

study will

serve as a resource to administrators and teachers as

they

consider various options

to reorganize their schools to

align with the standards

set

laws.

forth by new state and national

This task is a daunting one,

as was noted in a recent

edition of The Harvard Education Letter:
What makes school reform on a large scale so
difficult?
This may be the central question
vexing education theorists and policy makers
today.
Optimistic visions of remaking America's
schools have given way to the sober recognition
that systemic reform--changing what goes on in
classrooms across districts, states, and the
country as a whole--is much harder than anyone
imagined it would be.
(Miller, 1996, 1)
In the
that

literature on restructuring,

schools become “communities of

administrators,
partners

teachers,

students,

in the process of

teachers are

learners,

too,

learning.
not

knowledge.

7

a common thread is

learners,” places where
and parents work as
In such schools,

just dispensers of

For this

study,

my research focuses on one aspect of

restructuring/reorganization that reflects
sense of a learning community.

this

special

According to Sergiovanni,

community building must become the heart of any
school improvement effort. . . . Community is the
tie that binds students and teachers together in
special ways, to something more significant than
themselves: shared values and ideals.
It lifts
both teachers and students to higher levels of
self-understanding, commitment, and
performance. . . . Community can help teachers and
students to be transformed from a collection of
“I' s”
to a collective “we,” thus providing them
with a unique and enduring sense of identity,
belonging, and place.
(1994, xi, xiii)
Specifically,
because
Here,

it

I will examine grade organization,

is the basic

structural

framework within schools.

the major focus will be on the

model was chosen for research,

looping model.

This

because the building of

long¬

term relationships within the classroom is an integral part
of

looping.

By contrast,

two other grade organization/

restructuring alternatives will be explored in the
literature review,

namely,

the Basic School and multiage

classes.
Purpose of the Study
Essentially,

this

study looks at an alternative to the

long-standing tradition of organizing a school by standard
grade-level progression.
alters that

Structuring to accommodate

traditional organizational pattern.

As will be

stated in the section regarding the significance of
study,

there

studies
as

it

is

looping

this

little information written and few formal

conducted on the

importance of permanence

relates to building successful

8

schools.

in group

Currently,

the

literature cites only the European examples of

the

Waldorf Schools or the Reggio Emilia preschools as
contemporary models that

feature permanence

integral part of their structure
143).

Thus,

in group as an

(Berk and Winsler,

1995,

a careful examination of this topic can make a

contribution to the ongoing conversation among educators
regarding the restructuring of

schools,

particularly by

building a stronger sense of community through altering the
traditional grade

level configurations.

Such alterations

would build in options of multi-year placements,
looping,

between different grade

levels.

such as

After all,

new structures and practices alone, without
mechanisms for building clarity and commitment to
the new purposes and goals of reform, will result
in little impact on improving learning.
It is
what is done within new structures, not the
structures themselves,
1997, 77)
What

is the nature of “looping?”

relatively small
As

in scope,

stated previously,

persistence

is

Why,

it worthy of

(Szabo,

as a reform plan
serious

study?

by definition looping is a pattern of

in group that

students and teacher.
means that

that matters most.

involves a multi-year placement of

In this

sense,

persistence

in group

the teacher and students remain together as an

instructional unit

for two or more years.

the end of a school year,

at

a first grade teacher would move

to second grade with her class

instead of having those

students reassigned to different teachers.
teacher would then become the
group of children.

For example,

This

first grade

second grade teacher for this

At the same time,

9

in order to accomplish

this

special grade progression,

move to the

first grade.

To complete the

the end of the second year,
move back to first grade,

looping cycle,

at

the second grade teacher would

sending her second graders on to

various third grade classes.
teacher,

a second grade teacher would

In turn,

the

second grade

who had moved to first grade would now move back to

second grade with the

same group of children as originally

assigned to him/her.

In this way,

a two-year placement

for

two sets of teachers and students would be accomplished.
The cycle would then be ready to be repeated.
possible to organize a school to enable the
continue

It

is also

looping cycle to

for more than two years and for more than two sets

of classes.
The example

just

shared shows that

looping is a

restructuring/regrouping initiative designed to build long¬
term classroom relationships between the teachers and
students.

The purpose of the

looping model

is to enhance

the teaching/learning process at the elementary level by
meeting students'
thought

needs more effectively.

to be accomplished?

the plan is that over this

How is this

The basic premise underlying
longer period of time,

teacher comes to know his/her students better,
their learning styles and needs.
opportunity for the quality of
study will

This,

the

particularly

in turn,

provides an

instruction to improve.

investigate this phenomenon of

looping from the

perspective of the teachers directly involved in this
process.

10

This

Specifically,

this

study focuses on the

issue of

time

by examining one reform plan that enables the teacher and
students to spend a longer period of time together than is
traditionally the case.

It

is a study of persistent

grouping that does not appear to require radical
lengthy planning/training,

but does appear to have the

potential of making a positive difference
of

children and their ultimate success

teaching-learning dynamic within the
the

in the education

in school.

individual

core of our system of public education,

improvement

change or

the

As the

classroom is
issue of

continues to be a focus of educational

and a topic of discussion among educators.

Thus,

its

research
this

study

will have value to the educators currently serving in our
schools.
Conducted primarily through interviews and
questionnaires,

this project will explore the perceived

advantages and disadvantages of
perspectives of
teachers.

looping from the

the practitioners themselves--the classroom

As Halcom's Evaluation Law states:

There is no burden of proof.
There is only the
world to experience and understand.
Shed the
burden of proof to lighten the load for the
journey of experience. . . . Qualitative inquiry
cultivates the most useful of all human
capacities--the capacity to learn from others.
(Patton, 1990, 7)
This
purpose of

law of evaluation captures the essence of
this research project:

To share with the

educational community the experience of
regard to implementing looping.

11

the

fellow educators

The teachers

involved in

in

this

study are

Central
team,
the

Massachusetts.

they have been

from

Either

schools.

collective
implement
school
these

programs

settings.

opinions

of

nation.
the

and

remains

at

are

of

group

children

experiences

of

teachers

heart

of

the

their
the
as

and views

teachers,

they

elementary
of

and

from

locations

across

the

shared their perceptions
a

survey about

in their own educational
this

in

experiences

by responding to

to

school

classroom teachers,

from a variety of

central

a

in

strengthening

study shares

reinforced by the

in group

the

find ways

in a variety of

collective

looping experience

Their voices

study,

as

settings.

the

teacher

teaching-learning dynamic.

Research Problem
The

intense

sparked by data
unfavorable
countries

of

in math and
National
olds

these

additional

elementary schools

for the

looping

The

are

These

persistence

The

of

of

an additional

Massachusetts

to

This mixed-methods

experiences

teachers

local

individually or as

searching

teaching/learning process

public

of

risk-takers

on

science
baseline
America

national
that

focus

show American

comparison to
the world,
science.

Goals

international

testing of
students

their

students

particularly

the

was
1991

sixth out
(1996,

solely to

latest

standing of U.S.

assessments,

the

12

in other

in terms

the

been

in an

counterparts

According to

Report,

achievement,

on education reform has

of

achievement

edition of

The

thirteen-year-

in both mathematics

and

of

the

six countries

74-75).
Japanese,

in

When comparing
statistics

show

that

97% of their students graduate

while our drop-out rate
(Conley,

1997,

50-51).

advances that have

is

from public high school,

seven to eight times higher

Coupled with the technological

increased the demands of business and

industry for a better educated workforce,

these unfavorable

comparisons have put our public schools and their
educational traditions under scrutiny.

As

Massachusetts are under local control,

what

this

information at

the

local

From these reports that
of

students

schools here
is the

in

impact of

level?
speak to the underachievement

in the United States arises the

to be explored in this research project.

specific problem

Namely,

American

students do not appear to have been well-served by our
traditional models of grade
individual

school

level,

level organization.

At

the

is there a pattern of organization

which would serve them better?
pattern of organization,

This

known as

study will

looping,

from the perceptive of the teacher,

isolate one

to explore

it,

as a restructuring

model.
Current

literature shares

regarding looping,

looping in particular.
disadvantages of the

follows:

interesting information

but there are still questions to be

answered about permanence

some of

some

in group in general and about

In weighing the advantages and

looping model of permanence

the central questions of the

in group,

study will be as

What are the perceptions of teachers regarding

looping as an alternative

for restructuring schools
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for

success?

What

sorts of

in terms of academics,

impacts do teachers

social-emotional growth,

interpersonal relationships,

servicing special needs,

resolving issues of retention?
the

impact of

What do teachers describe as

looping regarding curriculum design,

process of change,

motivation,

and home-school relations?
if any,

see on students

time on task,

accountability,

What do they view as the

on the school's administration,

community within the

the

school,

impact,

on the building of

and on involvement of parents?

With all that has been written to date regarding
looping,

it

should be noted that there

formal research available on this

is currently little

specific topic.

“While

looping has been successfully implemented in many schools,
there

is no body of research supporting greater cognitive or

affective growth in children who have experienced it”
(Vann,

1997,

therefore,

41).

This

investigation would offer,

a disciplined study of that phenomenon,

presenting educators with documentation of teachers'
perceptions regarding the viability of such an
organizational plan.
Significance/Justification of the Study
The
to

significance of this

study comes

impact both policy and practice regarding grade

level/classroom organization at the
It

in its potential

is also significant because

strong interest

individual

level.

it addresses a topic of

to today's educators.

selected as the model of permanence
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school

Looping has been

in group to study,

because

it may prove to be one way of addressing an issue

central

to educational

improvement.

That

issue

is the

knowledge the

individual teacher has of his/her students as

learners.

is an issue that must be addressed as our

It

educational

system tries to meet national goals and keep

pace with modern society.

If

students are not

served well

by the traditional grade-level classroom structures,

then

alternative organizational plans must be considered.

The

Report of
Future,

the National Commission on Teaching and America's

released in the

educational

fall of

1996,

states the current

challenge well:

Good teaching is more important than ever before
in our nation's history.
Due to sweeping economic
changes, today's world has little room for workers
who cannot read, write, and compute proficiently;
find and use resources; frame and solve problems
with other people; and continually learn new
technologies and occupations. . . . The education
challenge facing the United States is not that its
schools are not as good as they once were.
It is
that schools must help the vast majority of young
people reach levels of skill and competence once
thought within the reach of only a few, while
supporting a just and civil society that helps
maintain our democratic life.
(1996, 7-8)
Within the

literature regarding restructuring efforts

and school cultures,

the

issue of time

repeatedly as a critical element,

is mentioned

one that

is an integral

consideration in successful programs of reorganization.
According to Darling-Hammond,

co-director of the National

Center for Restructuring Education,
Teachers College,

Schools,

and Teaching at

Columbia University:

Restructuring of time, schedules, and groupings of
adults and children turns out to be critical for
advances in practice. ... If learner-centered

15

and learning-centered schools are to become the
norm, policies must configure ways in which time
in school is organized, (in Lieberman, 1995, 171)
Darling-Hammond goes on to make a case
schools that

for creating smaller

can offer more personalized settings:

Policies that enforce traditional staffing
patterns, class schedules, and narrow course
divisions must be reshaped so that students and
teachers can spend more time together (emphasis
added), teaching can deal with concepts across
subjects, and teachers have time to plan together
and share their areas of expertise.
(DarlingHammond , 1997, 335)
As

schools grapple with ways to improve the quality of

education,

particularly for young children,

within the

field are exploring a variety of options.

looping,

as one

form of persistence

in group,

serious consideration by today's educators,
contribute to the
as

fund of

authorities
With

being given

this

study will

information available to educators

they weigh various restructuring plans.
With their main goal to strengthen the teaching¬

learning situation
our educational

(the dynamic that represents the core of

system at all

levels),

at how the organization of a school
Educational experts point
preparing our students

to the

educators are

impacts

looking

learning.

specialized demands of

for a highly technological

society

within a global economy and the ramifications that has
the classroom.

Darling-Hammond notes

further that

for

such

specialized demands require a much deeper understanding of
the

learner,

potentially,

an understanding teachers could gain,
from the

long-term relationship that

provides.
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looping

Because rapid social and economic transformation
require greater learning from all students,
society is reshaping the mission of education.
Schools are now expected not only to offer
education, but to ensure learning ... to create
a bridge between the needs of each learner and the
attainment of challenging learning goals.
These
objectives . . . demand that teachers understand
learners and their learning . . . and that schools
restructure themselves to support deeper forms of
student and teacher learning than they currently
permit.
(1996, 5)
Since
student

looping is designed to allow a teacher and a

to remain together as an instructional unit

for a

minimum of two years,

such a long-term relationship would

provide opportunities

for deeper learning.

will be

Therefore,

as

seen in the literature review in chapter two,

looping is being given serious consideration by today's
educators.

This

study is significant

in that

its

findings

will contribute to that conversation and influence teacher
practice.

Taken from the perspective of the teacher,

this

investigation offers a disciplined study of the phenomenon
of

looping,

documenting teachers'

perceptions regarding the

viability of this organizational plan.
It

is

important that this

classroom experience of

study focus on the

looping,

as perceived by teachers

who are directly involved in the program.
to examine the phenomenon of
perspectives,

If

It

is necessary

looping from teachers'

because they play the central

dynamic of the classroom.

individual

role

in the

looping has the potential of

offering a viable alternative to grade organization and
practice,

then it

is the teachers,

as practitioners,

will be directly involved in that change process.
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who

Because

it will portray looping as it is currently practiced and
viewed by the practitioners,
the study.
the

This study offers critical information,

teachers,

of change,

herein lies the significance of
because

central to any classroom innovation or process

will be the unit of analysis.

It is the teachers

who will play a key role in changing to looping as a way of
reorganizing grade progression.

As Evans states:

One of the central lessons we think we have
learned about previous rounds of innovation is
that they failed because they didn't get at
fundamental, underlying, systemic features of
school life: they didn't change the behaviors,
norms, and beliefs of the practitioners.
(Evans,
1996, 5)
Teachers and principals listen when other teachers
speak.

This study will be important,

because it will give

voice to the teachers--the practitioners--regarding looping.
After all,

“what is missing from the knowledge base for

teaching are the voices of the teachers themselves,
questions teachers ask

.

.

.

the

the interpretive frames

teachers use to understand and improve their own classroom
practices”

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle,

1996,

93) .

When considering the possibilities for
organization/restructuring efforts in its broadest terms,
looping may appear to be an insignificant option,
individual school level it would not be.
school level,

but at the

At the individual

the results of a study of looping could

influence a school policy regarding the organization of
grade levels.

In turn,

this design could influence practice

and teaching assignments.

After all,
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research has often

shown that no phenomenon is too small or commonplace to be
worthy of critical study.
As Erickson points out concerning the invisibility
of everyday life. . . . Fieldwork research on
teaching, through its inherent reflectiveness,
helps researchers and teachers to make the
familiar strange and interesting . . . the
commonplace problematic.
What is happening can
become visible, and it can be documented
systematically. . . . The central questions of
interpretive research concern issues of human
choice and meaning, and in that sense they concern
issues of improvement in educational practice.
(Erickson, 1986, 121-122)
This study has further significance,

because research

regarding looping or multi-year placements in the United
States is limited.

The need for a formal research study

from the perspective of the educator is clear.

“Despite the

apparent longevity and prevalence of multiyear programs in
public education,

there is not sufficient data to support

what many educators contend:

that multiyear programs have a

profound impact both socially and instructionally”
(Checkley,

1995,

6).

Although it is not very common in the United States,
looping does have a strong base of support in Europe where
the Waldorf Schools boast a long,

successful history of

providing education through a very persistent pattern of
grouping

(Barnes,

in this country,

1980;

Zahorik & Dichanz,

1994).

However,

such a program has been slow to take hold.

Writing in the 1980s regarding the non-graded school model,
Goodlad and Anderson refer to looping as “teacher cycling”
and point to its use as a way that administrators can keep
their facilities stimulated and energized for the teaching
19

tasks at hand.

According to them,

there is a direct teacher

benefit to this model:
Teacher cycling means keeping the teacher with the
same group of children over a period of more than
one year. . . . One obstacle to the introduction
of cycling is the tendency of teachers, probably
because of grade-mindedness and the
crystallization of habits, to settle down more or
less permanently into a specific grade level.
This in turn is one of the major reasons that
administrators attempt to introduce cycling, since
cycling is seen as a way of opening new horizons
for teachers and breaking them loose from their
“ruts.” . . . The cycling question has stimulated
much argument within the profession, with more
conservative teachers tending to oppose it.
(1987, 67)
A review of current journals points further to the
efficacy of the looping model as being worthy of
consideration:
Research on school effectiveness has consistently
suggested that long-term teacher/student
relationships improve both student performance and
job satisfaction for teachers.
Yet, despite these
findings . . . implementation is rare enough to be
regarded as exceptional.
(Burke, 1996, 361)
Other research as well shows that the continuity of a
group is very important and that designing school groups for
longer life-spans could have a positive impact on their
effectiveness

(Wynn & Walberg,

1994,

527-528) .

flexibility in organizational structure,
looping,

Such

as evidenced by

is advocated also by the Carnegie Foundation.

Their most recent report on education in elementary schools
points to the need for approaching grouping issues with
flexibility and for providing a more intimate and supportive
learning community

(Boyer,

educational organizations,

1995,

129-130).

Other key

such as the Association for
20

Supervision and Curriculum Development

(ASCD)

and the

National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC),

bring support to looping as an appropriate vehicle

for educational reform in working toward improvement in the
quality of the teaching/learning process.
director of staff development at NAEYC,
for multi-year programs,

Sue Bredekamp,

points to the need

such as looping,

to allow teachers

time to know their students well enough to meet their
individual needs and to tailor the curriculum to meet them
(Checkley,

1995,

3 & 6).

Although this study will focus on the elementary level,
it could have implications for all levels of schooling,

as

teacher-student relationships are at the heart of
educational programs at every level.

There is importance in

even small research studies such as this one,

because “in

schools where people are dedicated to improving instruction
for students,

what goes on behind classroom doors is

increasingly considered a legitimate subject for
professional discussion and critical analysis”
1993,

(Pajak,

ix).

Limitations of the Study
As a small research project with a narrow focus,

the

major limitation of this study is its size and scope.

Using

the interviews to draw portraits of individual looping
situations shares clear but site-specific views of the
looping phenomenon.

Although the survey included both urban

and rural respondents,

the four teacher interviews were
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conducted in schools that were much more rural and
homogeneous than is
Thus,

typical of today's urban communities.

the question is raised as to how applicable are the

findings beyond the

sites themselves.

Another obvious limitation of the study is
nature of the participants.

Each of the teacher's

interviewed had volunteered to participate
plan.

In some cases,

the

in the

in the

looping

looping teacher had initiated the

reorganization to accommodate the

loop.

In addition,

each

teacher was experienced and enjoyed a good reputation in the
community as a teacher of high quality.

These

factors could

add a positive bias to the sample.
Another limitation of the
just a snapshot
study is not
Therefore,

study is that

in time at each of the

it

represents

looping schools.

The

longitudinal and not even long-term.

any findings would have

less weight

than would

those of a more extensive research project.
Again,

as a relatively small

study,

there are obvious

limitations that would prevent any generalizations

from

being made on the basis of the

“as

mentioned by Merriam

(1988),

research is not to generalize
interpretation of events”

findings.

the

However,

intent of qualitative

findings,

(Creswell,

but to form a unique

1994,

Despite the limited external validity,

157-158).
this

study

offers a disciplined examination of the phenomenon of
looping from the perspective of the classroom teacher.
Again,

this

study of

looping needs to be done,
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because

looping appears to have the potential

to be a program worthy

of consideration among restructuring alternatives,
all,

“if

ways of

schools are to improve substantially

.

.

After
.

then new

thinking about and organizing both schools and

supervision are needed”

(Pajak,

23

1993,

123).

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Focus

that

This research study of

looping,

is

in the

founded on a belief

relationships,

an educational practice

importance of

long-term

is conceptually framed within a larger view

of educational practice.
looping entails

Essentially,

looking at one

organization and how that

an examination of

form of classroom

structure may impact the

teaching/learning situation within that classroom.
how individual
general

classrooms are organized is part of the

structure of the school.

one alternative,

Looping represents

among several possibilities,

Centering around the
the concept of

idea of

schools.

longer-term relationships and

learning communities,

to be reviewed here

just

in

restructuring the traditional grade organization of

of

In turn,

other alternatives

include multiage programs and the Basic

School.
In order to offer the reader a better understanding of
how looping is a part of this wider picture of
restructuring/reform,
review in a graduated,

I have organized this
sequential manner.

general to the specific,
reviewed:

school

literature
Moving from the

the following topics will be

Restructuring/reform

(general overview including

a brief history),

the change process

involves change),

grade organization in general,

the

(as all

specific models of the Basic School,
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restructuring
and then

multiage classes,

and looping.

Again,

these three alternatives to traditional

grade organization were selected,

because they share the

building of a learning community over time as a common
element.
Introduction to Reform/Restructuring
In much of the

literature and general discussions

regarding improving our educational

system,

the terms

“reform,” “restructure,” and “renewal” are used
interchangeably,

as all

indicate,

to some degree,

improvement or a type of “redesigning.”

In this

a need for

sense,

each

term indicates the creation of some type of program or
movement designed to bring about a desired change.
terms

These

can be ambiguous but they can also refer to three

different

levels of change that can occur even

simultaneously within schools
definition,
school

1997,

7-10).

By

renewal speaks to less radical change regarding

improvement

improve

(Conley,

in that

it

seeks to build upon and

something that already exists.

The aim here

is to

make the target of the change “better” or more efficient.
It often refers to affective

issues,

attitude reflected by the staff.
of change

such as the spirit or

In this

study,

the target

is traditional grade-level organization within

elementary schools.
The term reform takes a step beyond mere renewal
alteration of an existing policy,

procedure,

or program in

order to meet new circumstances or requirements.
example,

to the

For

since the passage of the Education Reform Law of
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1993,

a variety of reform activities have occurred in

schools across the Commonwealth as teachers and principals
grapple with mandates

for School Councils

in regard to

school governance and the implementation of the curriculum
frameworks

in the major content areas.

As noted by Conley,

“reforms” usually have an impetus external to the
community,
here

as

school

is true with the educational reform efforts

in Massachusetts
Restructuring is

the three terms.
reexamining the

(1997,

9) .

the most

complex and comprehensive of

When it occurs

in its broadest

form--

fundamental assumptions upon which schooling

is based--it will have the widest

impact.

By definition,

restructuring will
change fundamental assumptions, practices, and
relationships, both within the organization and
between the organization and the outside world, in
ways that lead to improved and varied studentlearning outcomes for essentially all
students. . . . Anyone engaged in educational
redesign or improvement should remember that any
change that fails to result in improved student
learning doesn't ultimately affect the fundamental
purpose of schooling.
(Conley, 1997, 9-10)
Because of the

importance of restructuring to the

fundamental premise of schooling,
this paper.
reform that
structure,
in its

it

is a major focus of

Although restructuring is the one type of
implies a basic reorganization of

format or

it may be comprehensive in nature or more

focus.

Cawelti defines

it

simply:

limited

“Restructuring

means redesigning the various components of a system to
produce better results”

(1995,

6).
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In general,
targets

endeavors to restructure

for change:

School governance and empowerment,

conditions of work for teachers
responsibilities),
learning dynamic
Hausman,

1992).

fall within three

(new roles and

and transformation of the teaching¬

(Elmore,
For this

1990;
study,

Hallinger,

Murphy,

&

restructuring focuses on

the potential transformation of the teaching-learning
dynamic that the structure of

looping offers.

As restructuring is a complex,
difficult process,

it

often comprehensive and

is reported to be richer and more

successful when the school culture has been considered as
well:
Education is a complex system,

and its reform is

even more complex.
Even if one considers only
seemingly simple, first-order changes, the number
of components and their interrelationships are
staggering. . . . Deeper, second-order changes in
school cultures, teacher/student relationships,
and values and expectations of the system are all
the more daunting.
(Fullan & Miles, 1992, 746)
The work of Fullan also forms the basis of these
comments regarding school

structure and culture:

Significant and sustained school improvement won't
occur until those at the local school site combine
their interest in school structure (that is,
rules, relationships, and procedures) with
attention to school culture (the beliefs,
assumptions, and norms that influence the day-today operation of the school).
If current school
reform initiatives are to be more productive than
earlier efforts, practitioners must recognize the
interplay between the culture and structure of a
school.
(DuFour, 1995, 33)
The
new,

as

schools

idea of

linking school

structure and culture

is not

shown in this comprehensive review of effective
literature over a decade ago:
27

“An academically

effective school
structure,
emphasize
Smith,

is distinguished by its culture:

process,

and climate of values and norms that

successful teaching and learning”

1983,

therefore,

442).

a

Stated another way,

“Cultures,

seem to be the glue that holds

and make them effective”

(Downer,

1991,

(Purkey &

schools together

327) .

Reflecting this thinking of restructuring
simultaneously with reculturing,

it

is again Fullan and his

colleagues who report that “systemic and cultural change

in

schools as workplaces and in teaching as a profession are
intimately linked”
1990,

19).

(Fullan,

Specifically,

researchers,

over time,

Bennett,

this experiment enabled the

to create a comprehensive

for classroom improvement,
development of “teacher as

school

improvement,

learner.”

them was described as three
“teacher as

& Rolheiser-Bennett,

framework

and the

The relationship among

interlocking cogs,

learner” as the central piece.

with the

The culture of a

school could be affected positively through ongoing
training,

instruction,

and support that enabled teachers to

transfer their new learning
the classroom.
schools,

(i.e.,

cooperative learning)

The researchers concluded that,

to

in effective

these cogs “do work together in the same direction

in an interactive,

dynamic way”

(1990,

13).

In a study designed to focus on school culture and the
effect of classroom climate on at-risk learners,
(1994)

conducted a research project

consisting of a

qualitative case study of an effective
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Pierce

(as demonstrated in

increased achievement
social

studies

scores)

seventh-grade teacher of

in Birmingham,

Alabama.

Collecting data

through in-depth interviews and participant observation.
Pierce analyzed her data and concluded that “the nature of
this particular classroom was
academic

learning”

analysis,
climate

specific

(Pierce,

intimately entwined with

1994,

According to her

factors that contributed to the positive

in this classroom included many opportunities

cooperative learning,
of behavior,

teacher enthusiasm,

a risk-free environment,

teacher committed to her students'
It

37).

is the

for

correct standards

and a supportive

success.

intersection of restructuring and school

culture as described above that

led to the choices of the

Basic School,

and looping as the

multiage classes,

organizational models to be shared here.
the object of my research,

the teacher is central to any educational
Louis,

for looping,

the perspective of the classroom

teacher is the vantage point of the study.

effort,

As

Kruse and Raywid sum up the

Recognizing that
improvement
interrelationship

of reform and school culture this way:
When schools are seen as learning organizations
and professional communities . . . attention is
focused on teachers' work as a key instrument of
reform.
By emphasizing needed changes in the
culture of schools and the daily practice of
professionals, the reform movement can concentrate
on the heart of the school--the teaching and
learning process.
(1996, 9)
Therefore,

in emphasizing the importance of the

classroom teacher and his/her voice,
from their perspective.

this

study is taken

By researching this one
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restructuring initiative,
the classroom teacher,

looping,

from the vantage point of

I hope to share a clear assessment of

this multi-year placement model and its viability as an
alternative organizational format for elementary schools.
Such an evaluation should be of value to practitioners in
the field as they consider an array of restructuring
possibilities in light of reform mandates.
Before examining the literature regarding restructuring
in general and grade organization in particular,

it is

important to look at the change process itself.

As the

literature will show,

dealing with change is an integral

part of any reform/restructuring initiative,

from the simple

to the complex.
The Change Process
School change,

like any other type of change,

an alteration of both thought and action.

Thus,

requires

whatever

the context of the change,

the success of the initiative

depends,

on the receptivity to change of

at least in part,

those directly involved in the process--the teachers,
administrators,

and the wider school community.

This is

certainly true of the major initiative discussed in this
review,

namely the realigning of traditional grade level

configurations.
The issue of institutional change actually knows no
boundaries,

as the reaction to change appears to be

universal and without regard to profession or segment of the
population.

As Jack Welch,

CEO of General Electric stated
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in “Fortune” in the January 25,
constituency.
Cunningham,

1993,

issue:

People like the status quo”

1996,

22).

“Change has no
(Arlington &

This idea appears over and over

again in literature regarding the change process and often
becomes a major hurdle:
tension.

.

.

.

The natural tendency to protect the status

quo may prevail.
achieved”

“Successful change involves

This must be overcome if change is to be

(Fawcett-Fox,

1992,

Regardless of the issue,

73).
there has to be an impetus to

change in order for substantial change to materialize and a
belief that change really will make a positive difference.
This view is expressed clearly by Stapleford,

a central

office level administrator who served as a graduate
assistant for Sizer at Brown University and remains a
proponent of the principles of the Coalition of Essential
Schools.

He states:

Two elements seem to be critical for success:
energy and vision.
The energy and impulse for
change must come from the community and faculty,
those who are most directly connected to
schooling.
Further, a guiding vision must exist
that provides a basis for discussion and debate.
(Stapleford, 1995, 25)
He illustrates his point with a description of the change
efforts in two schools,
students,

both made up mainly of college-bound

that followed similar reform agendas in their high

school programs,

but with very different results:

In the school that “cooked,” the chefs were the
teachers who insisted that there had to be a
better way.
In the less successful school, the
urgency and recognition of the need for change
belonged primarily to the administrative team--and
the recipe fell flat.”
(Stapleford, 1995, 26)
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The
school

importance of the acceptance of change within the

setting is

Coalition Schools,

illustrated well

in reviews of

where the greatest obstacle to successful

reform proved to be the need to recognize that
necessary

(Stapleford,

(1986-1991)

some

1995,

26).

change was

In a five-year study

involving eight original Coalition Schools,

longitudinal research project,

reported as case

showed that where Coalition ideas were most

this

studies,

successful

reform efforts were not hampered by faculty insecurity
regarding changes.
not broken,

don't

In the successful

schools,

fix it” mind set was not prevalent,

school politics were overcome

(Muncey & McQuillan,

Although this

study dealt with high school

study's

is on the elementary level,

focus

deal with change transcends the grades.
note

the “if

it's
and

1996) .

issues and my
the way educators

As Fullan and Miles

in speaking to the “conventional wisdom” regarding

change

in schools:

Resistance is inevitable, because people resist
change.
Every school is unique. . . . Schools are
essentially conservative institutions, thus harder
to change than other organizations. . . . You need
a mission, objectives, and a series of tasks well
laid out in advance. . . . Full participation of
everyone involved is essential.
(1992, 745-746)
Given these basic assumptions regarding change,
clear,

therefore,

it

is

that altering any long-held beliefs or

practices will not be easy nor quick.

As Evans notes,

the

spirit of change and the human reaction to it are an
integral part of any school reform initiative;

to ignore
0
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this human side of change would be counterproductive to
progress on any new front.

After all,

because resistance is inevitable, the primary task
of managing change is not technical but
motivational:
to build commitment to innovation
among those who must implement it.
This requires
a focus not just on an institution's need for
reform, but on its readiness.”
(1993, 20)
Historically,

the human element has often been missing from

school reform efforts and,
or lasting.

However,

psychological

therefore,

change was rarely real

in dealing with issues of change,

factor cannot be

the

ignored:

Change must be accomplished by people.
The key is
to focus on this human face, to see innovation as
a generative process (Shahan, 1976) and understand
its personal and organizational dynamics. . . .
Reform inevitably involves a double standard:
when we advocate change, we usually mean by other
people.
As

(Evans,

1993,

stated previously,

19-20)
people in general are reluctant

to change the status quo.

“The status quo provides the

greatest degree of predictability,
to the status quo,

the

(Salisbury & Conner,
involve

less disruptive the experience”

1994,

13).

some key psychological

with along with issues of
succeed.

Why?

disorientation,

Major change,

however,

does

issues that must be dealt

skills and knowledge

for change to

“Major disruption of expectations results
confusion,

emotional equilibrium.
consequences

and the closer we remain

fear,

anxiety,

in

and loss of

These symptoms can produce disabling

for both individuals and organizations”

(Salisbury & Conner,

1994,

13).

In an interview granted to the ASCD Journal's Executive
Editor in 1990,

Al Shanker,

then President of
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the American

Federation of
this

human

change

Teachers,

side

efforts)

Looking

at

of

echoed the

change

and of

opposite

down

system or bottom-up,

well

without

addresses
power

to

educators,

empowerment
change,

means

change

is

not

change

the

reform,

change,

in place

as

That

looking

to

an

this
of

top-

that

there),

are

the

handed to

themselves

to

to

as

“stupid”

distort

or

create meaningful

(Brandt,
where
are

them the

1990,

the
the

full

integral
is

of

part

critical

the business

13).

key players
teachers

support

Factories
are not

of

they need

the

I

comparable

to

children and their minds.

in the way in which business
accompanying “professional

34

for

schools

however,

its

borne

in particular with their

are

and

is

do not

in general

our “raw materials”
see merit

overall

importance

world.

the business world

models.

change

a

continuous program of professional

industrial products

tackle

can have.

other extreme,

sufficient

is painful

so

engine”

such a way as

change process

in the practices

educational

in the

solutions

at

one way to give

effort.

advocate

in

do

neither would work

and how to get

If

addressing

“self-renewal”

and “fuel

While,

in the

having a

development

to go

in educational

instrumental
themselves,

system of

reforms

alone

spectrum of

noted that

of

in “top-down”

failing to

likely perceive

them.

because

Thus,

out

the

the

he

there.

they will

sabotage

impact

of

goals,

to get

implement

even

(where

reach the

(incentive)

and

providing a

goals

(usually omitted

the

ends

importance

in which
I

do,

will

often

development” programs.
answers
of

new

well

as

to

Money and resources

reform and change

initiatives

is

efforts,

extremely

but

important

are

not

adequate

the

only

funding

in education as

in business.

Unfortunately, many school districts--in fact,
most--allocate .
. . minuscule funding for
professional-development activities and then
puzzle over why change in schools is so slow.
Imagine, for instance, that school districts
routinely followed the advice offered by the U.S.
Secretary of Labor to American businesses and
invested 1 to 1.5 percent of the annual operating
budget to “worker retraining.”
Such an investment
was critical, he argued, for industry to keep
American workers competitive in the global
marketplace.
Is it any less likely that similar
levels of investments might keep our schools
competitive?
(Arlington & Cunningham, 1996, 148)

These

same

commented on the
efforts

that

sentiments
success

moved the

production mode

to

are

of

echoed again by Shanker,

General Motors'

company from

creating the

its

who

restructuring

traditional

award-winning Saturn

in

1993 :
GM offered 136 workers from its plants about 400
hours of training within a few months of the
opening of the new Saturn manufacturing plant,
splitting their hours between classroom and onthe-job training.
Every other employee received,
and continues to receive, 92 hours of training
each year! .
.
. Shanker notes, “Imagine what a
training program like this would do for people
trying to restructure schools.
.
.
. It is ironic
that a bunch of people whose business is building
cars understand so well the importance of
educating their employees whereas people in
education seem to assume that teachers will be
able to step right into a new way of doing things
with little or no help.
(Arlington & Cunningham,
1996, 65)
A good example
and resources

of

the

in order to

joining of
create
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a

beliefs,

change

that

strategies,
will

translate

into different

classrooms
decade

to

comes

instructional

from the

efforts

reform mathematics

initiatives

(NCTM)

standards

Framework

believe

To make
that

shift

practices
the
of

the
an

This

for the

recent

still

from the

in progress

used by Sarason

in The

(1971),

school

culture:

school

culture

which the

are

change

is

out

comes

“The

those major

to

too

of

a variety

on

their

implementation of

in many schools,
that

Schools

change

embedded.
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with

research/practice.

that

.

is

a prime

.

Or

example

Problem of

beyond the

from outside

.

far

occur when the

source

of

the

followed the

and the

frequently ignorant

to be

Such

and multiple

reflect

the problems

of

for

time.

(i.e.,

from an outside

agents

had to

enabled this

curriculum failure was

to point

for change

have

“new math”

Culture

Curriculum

teach math

classroom),

of

of Mathematics

teachers

resources

teachers

last

the

increased experiences

current

failure

the

a variety of

support

experience with the

That

stimulus

for

in relation to

Sputnik crisis.

Change

to

successfully over

infusion of

over time

NCTM Standards,
different

looked to

a better way to

following:

math manipulatives

Locally,

Teachers

A number of practices

include

within

the Massachusetts

and have

to occur more

opportunities

of

inside

focused on

that paradigm shift,

there was

new methods,

practices

of

development programs

understanding.
major

have

Council

for Mathematics

professional
changes.

as part

nationwide

education.

across Massachusetts

implementing the National

practices

the
if

the

culture

they are

in
a

part

of

the

very

fact”

culture,
(quoted

Within the
any successful
principal,
critical

as

school

the

themselves victims

in Zakariya,

school

role.

advocates

they are

1996,

culture,
change

of

that

11).

another key ingredient

effort

is

daily operations

officer,

In offering guidelines

developing an effective

leadership,

style

in

with the

playing a

for principals,
of

leadership

Fox
for

change:
Initiators tend to seize the change and lead to
make things happen.
Their beliefs in what
characterizes good teaching are strong and they
work toward them.
They expect a lot of all
participants--students, teachers, and
themselves.
.
.
. Effective leadership is
essential.
.
.
. Whatever the style, the role of a
champion or advocate is crucial at the front end
of change efforts.
(Fawcett-Fox, 1992, 75)
Offering a great

deal

of

that

necessary “cheerleading,”

role

of

school

task

in

that

matter of
and

the

leaders

“the

cussedness

Reform Act,

1990,
of

It

is

of

not

change

complexity,
people”

of

an easy
is

a

turbulence,

(Miles

&

this

kind of

leadership

Kentucky,
the

state

as

this

comes

from a

district

Kentucky Education
legislature.

After

implementation offered only mixed

educational
challenges

part

57).

implementation of

of

integral

and management

instituted by that

few years

biggest

the

an

of many different

Henderson County,

struggled with

results,

is

in reform efforts.

leadership

A good example

first

doing

dealing with uncertainty,

Seashore-Louis,

story of

support/encouragement,

leaders

they

there

faced was
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found that

one

of

in dealing with the

the

the

competition between the reformers and the resisters.
looking to their strongest teachers as allies,

Always

they likened

their experiences and struggle to the football coach who had
to continue to call on his best players,
bruised,

to renew the effort

although tired and

in order to win the game.

Finding their leadership skills were challenged,

they

learned “in the trenches” that mandating change and having
it gain local acceptance were two different things
1995,

(Holland,

28-29).
What they needed,

major change efforts,

and what

is needed by leaders

in all

was the ability to manage change

in

ways to turn the challenges of change into opportunities

for

progress.
Being able to understand how to manage change is
an essential skill for educational leaders.
What
is needed are leaders who understand the dynamics
of the change process, are skilled in surfacing
and dealing with resistance, are creative in
building commitment, and dynamic in orchestrating
cultural readiness for change. (Salisbury &
Conner, 1994, 12-13)
Accepting that this decade has

seen a national

focus

placed once again on educational reform/restructuring,
words of caution must be shared.
of history,
not

lessons

Miles reminds educators of our present decade

to repeat

past.

In looking at the

a few

strategies that had limited success

He makes the point that

creating a successful whole

new school

is an extremely complex process that

commitment

and support

from every segment of the

community.
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in the

requires
school

The late '60s and early '70s saw widespread use of
another change strategy:
creating a completely
new school as a whole.
There were enough
alternative schools to make a national network,
and nearly 25% of all school districts were
creating alternative programs, open-space schools,
community-based schools, or adding new buildings.
There was much hope, as there is today in the
restructuring movement, that “making it new” is
better, maybe even easier, than tinkering.
(Miles, 1993, 227)
Other important words of caution come

from Elmore,

who

warns against making unfounded assumptions regarding the
relationship between structural change
resultant changes

in schools and any

in teaching and learning.

Elmore,

sees

structural change as an important theme of educational
reform for three reasons:
It is understandable, then, that structural change
should occupy such a highly visible place in
school reform.
It has high symbolic value, it is
relatively easy to do, and it is consistent with
deeply held beliefs among reformers and
practitioners about what people think is wrong
with schools.
(Elmore, 1995, 24)
Unfortunately,

this

structure will

improve education,

Elmore,

leap of

faith,

namely that

changing

is not necessarily true.

further elaborates this point as

follows:

Most school reformers and practitioners take for
granted that changes in structure produce changes
in teaching practice, which in turn produce
changes in student learning.
Research on these
connections presents ... a much more pessimistic
and complex view. . . . The findings of research
on tracking, ability grouping, and class size
appear to corroborate the findings of school
restructuring research:
Changes in structure are
weakly related to changes in teaching practice,
and therefore structural change does not
necessarily lead to changes in teaching, learning,
and student performance.
(Elmore, 1995, 23 & 25)
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Although these

last

few paragraphs

share a relatively

pessimistic view regarding the possible success of reform
initiatives,

not all of those who advocate

look only at the barriers.

for such changes

Like other areas of

life,

change

has many faces and is dealt with in a variety of ways.
Response to change can depend on the individual and the
unique circumstances surrounding the change

itself.

Change leads a doubly double life.
There is a
fundamental duality to our response to change:
we
both embrace and resist it.
We acknowledge its
inevitability, and yet a profound conservative
impulse governs our psychology, making us
naturally resistant to change. . . . The key
factor in change is what it means to those who
must implement it, and that its primary meanings
encourage resistance:
it provokes loss,
challenges competence, creates confusion, and
causes conflict.
(Evans, 1996, 21)
Educators need to recognize these truths about change
and confront

them as attempts are made to implement major

school reform.

School

improvement

is,

indeed,

a local

issue

and individualized by schools or districts.

In response to

national and state mandates,

to keep the

it

is

local and individual perspectives
evident

in the

After all,

important
in mind.

This will be

interview phase of this research project.

as a recent,

comprehensive study by Rossman and

Wilson shows:
What is improvement to one school, or a
significant cultural group in that school, may, in
another school, be viewed as excessive tampering
from far distant sources with few legitimate
claims to shape the daily activities of the
school. . . . Challenging responses to stateinitiated mandates are alive and well in the local
schools and that, perhaps, decisions about what
constitutes improvement are best reserved for
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those who know and understand the
(Rossman & Wilson, 1996, 417)

local context.

In reflecting on issues of

improvement and the

multitude of changes that
endeavors,

school

inevitably accompany such

one set of change experts puts

it

this way:

Typically, people do not resist change events as
much as the unanticipated implications these
disruptions generate.
“Assimilation”
is the
process we use to adjust to the positive or
negative implications of a shift in our
expectations. . . . Each person has a unique
assimilation capacity for absorbing change.
(Salisbury & Conner, 1994, 14).
Dealing best with this

inevitability of change and the

issue of minimizing the pain is seen as a twofold issue,
according to researchers Miles and Seashore-Louis,

who view

research-to-practice efforts as dependent upon the

factors

of will and skill:
Do you really want to do it?
This is such a
primitive, old-fashioned, even trite question that
we often don't even ask it.
People in schools
often complain that nothing can be done, that all
the power resides elsewhere. . . . Yet in our
study, we often saw action taken on nearintractable problems when someone simply decided
to act.
Where does will come from?
It comes in
part from success experiences and in part from
environmental encouragement of change efforts,
both of which lead people to believe that their
actions can make a difference.
There is also a
personal factor composed of sheer courage and
assertion.
Questions of skill are also often
ignored.
Knowing that X is a workable action you
want to take does not mean knowing how to deliver
X. . . . Improving skill requires doing:
practice, getting feedback, and reshaping the
doing until the action makes sense, is smooth, and
gets you where you want to go.
Most people know
this about skiing or tennis, but don't consider it
in relation to the behaviors involved in
educational change.
(Miles & Seashore-Louis,
1990, 58)
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The thoughts
will be apparent
be

shared here regarding the change process
in some of the school portraits that will

shared as part of the results of my study.

These

thoughts also appear to be solid words of advice as
educators grapple with the enormity of the task of
educational reform,

bearing in mind the

American public education.

slow evolution of

“It has taken a century to

develop the school traditions of today,

and these traditions

cannot be undone easily or quickly.

.

fostered,

but

the changes

(Arlington & Cunningham,

.

.

Change can be

in classrooms matter most”
1996,

21).

To accomplish this,

the

words of Leibensperger should be heeded as a reminder of the
appropriate outlook to be assumed by those accepting the
challenges associated with change:

“It

is

systemic change

that blames no one for present deficiencies,
everyone

for their help in addressing them”

but asks
(1994,

106).

With these thoughts

in mind in regard to school reform and

the change process,

as well as to gain a better

understanding of where education is now,
our recent past

I will

look next

in terms of educational reform.

Historical Overview of Restructuring/Reform
Before reviewing specific ways of restructuring
schools,

I will

share an overview of the recent history of

educational reform and the restructuring it entailed.
these purposes,

restructuring will reflect

function.
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form and

For

to

Although our system of public education has been
evolving since the time of the
the Puritans,

first colonists,

particularly

the historical roots of American schools are

reflected in their design to provide an opportunity for all
children in the United States to learn sufficient
manage their lives,

skills to

secure gainful employment and carry our

their civic responsibilities within our democracy.
turn of the
1920,

last century,

from approximately 1890

At

the

through

America underwent a significant period of change paced

by an unprecedented wave of

immigration combined with

increased industrialization and urbanization.
also included the years of our involvement

This period

in World War I

when intelligence tests were developed for the purpose of
classifying and training soldiers.

Use of these tests and

of achievement tests were viewed as

instrumental

organizing a more

standardized educational

in

system that would

also address the needs created by a burgeoning immigrant
population.

Attendance was made compulsory,

and the purpose

of education focused on the preparation of our youth for the
labor force,

with high schools becoming more comprehensive

in order to educate all

(Conley,

1997,

19-21).

Although the period between the two world wars

saw the

birth of the progressive movement associated with John
Dewey,

it was also a time

in which the

influence of business

and industry established a strong link between the
public education and the economy.
keeping with this economy-linked,
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For generations,

system of
in

assembly-line model,

schools were teacher-centered and the curriculum general and
group-paced.

During this extended period,

structure was traditional,
with most

the grade

as were the teaching practices,

teachers having been trained in the “normal

school” tradition of teacher preparation.
during the

1950s and then into the

mastery learning was
behaviorist

introduced.

Somewhat

1960s,

later,

the concept of

Based in part on the

theory that called for immediate

feedback in the

teaching/learning process and on the success of this
approach as a training model during World War II,
learning became popular among advocates
reform.

mastery

for educational

Its approach broke down learning tasks

into small

pieces and provided “a curriculum so powerful that
overcame deficiencies

in learners and teachers alike--

representing what came to be known as a
curriculum”

(Prawat,

1992,

and highly efficient,
time

it

10).

'teacher-proof'

This model was acceptable

particularly in filling a need at this

for providing a mass education that was

its graduates to earn a good wage in the
bloomed after World War II.

sufficient

for

industries that

By expanding high school

tracks

to include general and vocational courses as well as college
preparatory programs,
were graduating”

(Conley,

The complacent
a huge

jolt,

Soviets
national

interest

half of all American youths

1997,

25).

system of American education was

however,

in 1957.

“by 1953

with the

in for

launch of Sputnik by the

This event ushered in an intense period of
in education that
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lasted into the

1960s

when the
civil

focus

shifted to another major national agenda--

rights.

Coinciding with Johnson's Great Society,

civil rights movement highlighted issues of equity
there of)

in education,

such as Title
traditional

I

interest

and Headstart,

1960s,

(or lack

and many major federal programs,

frameworks of the

During the

the

were

initiated within the

schools.

there was also a resurgence of

in progressive education,

as popularized by Dewey

and focusing on a more child-centered,

interactive,

view of the educational process.

interest

This

holistic

flourished

in concert with the so-called peace movement and college
campus protests to U.S.
period,

involvement

During this

the average age of teachers was quite young,

recent college graduates,

they were

connections between educational
justice.

idealistic,

and,

as

making many

issues and issues of

social

“These were times when freedom was emphasized and

accountability downplayed”
interesting to note,

too,

(Conley,
that

introduced during that period,
team teaching,

“new” math,

being introduced again,
tenor of

in Vietnam.

1997,

27-28).

some of the
such as

same

flexible

It

is

innovations
schedules,

and individualized education,

or similarly,

today.

society has changed considerably.

However,

are
the

Another

intriguing part of this earlier progressive movement was
manifested in the architecture of schools built around 1970
in which the “open space” concept or the “school without
walls” was

introduced.

Although the architecture was

intended to reflect the style of teaching/learning designed
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to go on there,
achieved.

this match of form and function was rarely

These schools were built in line with an open

space concept that was to allow teachers and students richer
opportunities to learn,

grow,

share,

and team.

However,

the

open space advocates never achieved philosophical harmony
with the majority of educational leaders and practitioners.
In spite of this,

the fiscal appeal of open space,

with its

major savings in architectural and construction costs,
allowed the idea to win approval in many communities.
Although visionary,

without an accompanying philosophical

shift and training of teachers in terms of that philosophy,
the movement failed

(Keefe & Jenkins,

1997,

78-79).

The backlash from this progressive period saw the
pendulum of reform swing in the opposite direction toward a
back-to-basics era,
accountability.

with a focus on more structure and more

Politically,

there was a shift,

was clear that educational change was in order.

too,

and it

The

following excerpt summarizes these swings in education
reform efforts in this period from the 1960s through the
1980s:
Curriculum reforms launched by the National
Science Foundation and the Office of Education
during the 1960s aimed to prepare students to
think critically and independently as well as to
understand ideas well enough to apply them to
novel situations.
Reforms like “discovery
learning,” “open education,” “team teaching,”
“differentiated staffing, ”and “democratic decision
making” also began to proliferate. . . . However,
these reforms also failed to overcome the weight
of traditional practice and were overrun by the
back-to-basics movement of the 1970s and 1980s.
(Darling-Hammond, 1997, 11)
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A key piece of the press

for this back-to-basics thrust

was the decline in student achievement,
SAT scores.

After an initial boost

response to the Sputnik challenge,
downward turn.

Here

to 422

(verbal)

in scores

and 462

Education Statistics,

(verbal)

(math)

1996,

scores took a

for example,

and 469

in 1981

130).

in an apparent

achievement

in Massachusetts,

SAT scores dropped from 434

as evidenced in the

(math)

average
in 1975

(National Center for

The argument,

as

paraphrased from the National Commission on Excellence
Education,

was as

in

follows:

Open education had neglected the basics, was too
permissive, and had sacrificed essential values of
Western civilization to meaningless
relativism. . . .
[Because of open education],
students lacked the basic skills and knowledge to
work, thus the United States had lost its economic
competitiveness in the world.
(Glickman, 1990,
39)
For years each generation of Americans has
outstripped its parents in education, in literacy,
and in economic attainment.
Student achievement
was at its highest in the decade after the Sputnik
challenge.
But in the 1970s student achievement
began to decline.
For the first time in the
history of our country, the educational skills of
one generation did not surpass, did not equal, did
not even approach those of its parents (The
Excellence Report. 1983).
(Bechtol & Sorenson,
1993, 7)
Understandably,

the backlash from this perceived

failure of progressive education ushered in the era of
striving for excellence
to basics”

drive that

in the

1980s,

along with the “back

lasted into the early 1990s.

Fueled

by the report of the National Commission on Excellence
Education,

A Nation at Risk

(1983)

was seen as a call

arms by traditionalists who had not embraced nor even
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in
to

understood the reform initiatives of the earlier decade.
no real paradigm shift had occurred with the
the

late

1960s and 1970s,

As

innovations of

it was relatively easy to return

to a more traditional view of the public schools that was
seen as

successful

problems was,
the

in the post World War II era.

of course,

that

One of the

society was very different

in

1980s than it had been in the 1950s and the demands

placed on its educational

system were far different.

back-to-basics response to A Nation at Risk did,

The

however,

usher in a period in American education in which there was a
shared view among national
public at

large that

leaders,

standards

educators,

and the

for public schools were being

raised by an emphasis on skills.
One noteworthy reform initiative of this
period was the essential

schools movement of the

program spearheaded by Theodore Sizer.
down reforms of the 1980s,
requirements and more
effort

same time

He

1980s,

a

likened the top-

such as tougher graduation

stringent teacher licensing,

to an

to transform the original Model T into a modern car.

According to Sizer,

without questioning the basic

assumptions of how schools are organized,

you cannot

reshape

the way schools run any more than you can make the Model T
run sixty miles per hour without changing the total
organization of

its engine

work was very important,
fundamental
schools:

flaws

(O'Neil,

because

1995,

4).

Thus,

Sizer's

it recognized some of

the

in our traditional ways of organizing

Organizational plans that did not maximize the
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professional time of the teacher to engage
teaching,
recent

in actual

an ongoing issue of time on task.

study of the teaching profession,

Hammond reports the

In her most

Linda Darling-

following information that affirms the

appropriateness of Sizer's goals and how they remain
relevant

today:

Cooper, Sarrel, and Tetenbaum (1990) found that
only 32 percent of instructional staff time is
spent teaching in regular high schools as compared
to 60 to 85 percent of staff time in elementary
schools, intermediate schools, and alternative
high schools.
Moreover, the nonteaching time in
traditional high schools is not spent on
collaborative planning and curriculum work as it
would be in other countries. ... In contrast
restructured schools spend most of their funds on
classroom teachers and organize their schedules to
give teachers more time with the same students and
with each other.
(Darling-Hammond, 1997, 181-182)
Although this
school

level,

focus was primarily on the

secondary

Sizer's work had many implications

elementary level as well.

for the

Several common principles guide

the way educational programs are conducted at Coalition of
Essential School
principles

(CES)

include:

to help students
curriculum that

(a)

sites.

Briefly stated,

an intellectual element,

learn to use their minds well;
follows the “less

examining fewer topics

these
designed
(b)

a

is more” strategy of

in greater depth;

(c)

an element of

personalization that encourages

student choice while

increasing teacher contact;

universal goals that apply

to all

(d)

students coupled with a commitment

fundamental
expectations

skills

(as

to competence

is now reflected in the higher

language of GOALS 2000);
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(e)

a mode of

in

instruction in which the teacher is more of a facilitator,
with the

students as “workers,” accepting more

responsibility for their learning;

(f)

a school climate that

fosters collaboration with parents and a trusting
atmosphere;

(g)

multiple roles

and a budget that

for all

staff members;

is reasonable in comparison to more

traditional schools,

but that will accommodate a commitment

to common planning time and competitive
1992,

207-209) .

in schools

(h)

salaries

(Sizer,

Adherence to such principles has resulted

in which the curriculum is more integrated,

assessment more authentic,

the

and the decision-making more

participatory.
Although,
level,

the main focus of CES was on the high school

freeing it

from the rigors of

and tracked programs,
a number of

the concepts of this program did spawn

initiatives aimed at reform at

level as well.
this

its rigid scheduling

Here in Massachusetts,

is Harvard's Project Zero.

the elementary

a good example of

Project

Zero is

Howard Gardner and his theory of multiple

linked to

intelligences.

This program primarily looks at ways to individualize
learning by incorporating those intelligences

into authentic

assessment practices reflecting an interdisciplinary
curriculum and a variety of ways
their proficiency in learning,
individual
musical,

strengths

spatial,

for students to demonstrate

that

is,

in logical-mathematical,

bodily kinesthetic,

intrapersonal areas

ways that highlight

(Gardner & Hatch,
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linguistic,

interpersonal,
1989,

6).

and

As

stated in the

introduction,

the pace

in education

reform is being set currently by the objectives established
by Congress

in the GOALS 2000:

The essence of these goals,
efforts
adult

Educate America Act of

1994.

which speak to wide-ranging

from school readiness to high school completion to

literacy to professional development

for teachers,

are

very much in line with the research and efforts of educators
to improve our schools.
In spite of the appearance of national unity around
these broad educational goals,

two schools of thought

continue to create a tension and apparent dichotomy of
purpose.

One

is the so-called “standards-driven” agenda,

an

answer to the concerns raised through A Nation at Risk that
focuses on establishing clear student outcomes.
business-like model,

it

Based on a

is more economically linked to

ensure that our students can compete globally.

The other

agenda has been called a “learner-centered” approach that
more
work.

individualized and has theoretical roots
Its

individual

focus

is

is

in Piaget's

less on outcomes and more on helping

students “construct” meaning from classroom

experiences.

As

stated by Linda Darling-Hammond,

a leading

spokesperson for opponents of the standards-driven
viewpoint,

teachers must provide “experiences that allow

students to confront powerful

ideas.

.

.

.

They must use a

variety of approaches to build on the conceptions,
motivations,

and learning modes of their students.
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cultures,
They

must understand how their students think as well as know”
(1993,

754).

This apparent tension is expressed in different

terms

by noted educator Jesse Goodman who sees many similarities
in our educational response to the rise of
“second wave” of school restructuring)
response to the

industry

and our present-day

so-called information age.

“both the previous

Noting that

industrial and present third wave

restructuring movements are designed to meet
needs of our society's emerging commercial
Goodman warns educators

the

interests,”

in this age of technology not to

“In a democracy,

be educated in ways that will assist
future,

and not merely to exist

reform agendas need to be at odds.

children need to

(1995,

4-5) .

see that these two
Clinchy believes that

incompatible viewpoints can find common

ground through a focus on critical thinking,
camps believe

set a

them in creating the

in it”

One educational expert does not

these two somewhat

school

functional

forget the child-centered perspective of Dewey as we
new educational agenda.

(the

an outcome both

is desirable.

Development of every student's critical faculties
and thus every student's ability to examine
carefully all of available evidence and then to
arrive at his or her own conclusions is thus
simply a reformulation of Piaget's second goal of
education--“to form minds which can be critical,
can verify and not accept everything they are
offered, to resist individually, to criticize, to
distinguish between what is proven and what is
not.” It is just possible that such a
reformulation of the aims of Goals 2000 and the
standards-driven reform agenda could provide the
common ground on which our two opposing national
agendas might turn out after all to be
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collaborative rather than antagonistic.
12)

(1995,

The three programs highlighted in subsequent
of

this

literature review are examples of recent

that attempt to address the
intensive

instruction as

sections
initiatives

issues of more personalized and

is called for here.

Grade Organization
Looking at possible alternatives to the patterns of
student grouping within elementary schools
of restructuring.

form

Statistics point to an increasing

diversity in our school populations,
home/family dynamics,
society in general

is just one

less traditional

and the anti-humanistic impact modern

is having on our children.

Citing

information provided by demographer Harold Hodgkinson,

the

following figures are reported:
Public schools that now have slightly over 30
percent minority enrollment will have 38 percent
by 2000 and 70 percent by 2026 . . . 1990 census
data show the 31.8 million Americans do not speak
English at home. ... In 1994, 19 million (24
percent) of children were living in families
without fathers present; in 1950 it was 6
percent. . . . Five states feature minority
enrollments of more than 40 percent. . . . Seventy
percent of children having working (outside the
home) mothers.
Twenty-four percent of all
children are living below the poverty
level. . . . These realities must be perceived as
challenges and opportunities for the teacher.
The
challenges lie in seeing that every child succeeds
in school. (Jarolimek & Foster, 1997, 3-4)
In addition to these major social changes,
the

1990s has witnessed an explosion of

the world of

information and

technology that has made our economy a global one and has
changed significantly the way we conduct business and share
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ideas around the world.
rate of

literacy,

in this new age demands a high

strong communication skills,

problem-solving skills,
competency.

Life

research and

and greater technological

Schools will play the major role

in preparing

our young people for what Drucker has called “the knowledge
society,” where knowledge is a precious resource
1994,

53-80).

What does all this have to do with a focus on

grade organization at the elementary school
changing the configuration of the grade
step?

(Drucker,

In terms of the elementary focus,

level?

Why is

levels an important
Boyer says

it well

in his prologue to The Basic School:
Today, America's best schools are among the most
outstanding in the world.
Others are succeeding,
often under difficult conditions, with teachers
assuming responsibilities that families and
communities have not been able to accomplish.
But
it's also true too many of the nation's schools
are marginal at best. . . . Clearly, the push for
school renewal needs a new beginning.
This time
the focus must be on the early years, on
elementary education.
Every level of learning is
important.
No sector should be neglected.
But
school failure starts very early, and if all
children do not have a good beginning ... it
will be difficult, if not impossible, to
compensate fully for the failure later on.
(Boyer, 1995, 45)
A similar point of view is expressed by Braun
by Darling-Hammond

(1996,

(1985,

40)

and

5).

Looking at grade organization to address

improvement of

the teaching-learning situation is not new to educators.
Fifteen years ago,

in March of

1982,

the NASSP Bulletin

issued a report that recognized diversity in grade
organization,

level

legitimizing local responses based on the

particular needs of

individual
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schools.

Although printed in

a journal dealing primarily with middle,
schools,
at

junior,

the report can apply to grade level

and high

configurations

the elementary sector as well:
One reason for the range of grade organization
patterns in U.S. school districts is the lack of
evidence that any single form of grade
organization is best for all students or school
districts. ... In the absence of generalized
research evidence favoring a particular form of
grade organization, it is entirely reasonable that
school districts select a grade organization
format that best fits with the local facility and
curricular configurations.
(Howard Johnson, 1982,
106)
Before

the

90s,

looking at

specific organizational patterns of

I will review briefly the history of grade-level

organization across the country.

Vann,

Spectrum.

in the history of American

identified several eras

education.

Originally,

dominant pattern,

the one-room schoolhouse was the

due to the rural nature of our early

history.

In the one-room schoolhouse,

together,

taught by a single teacher,

grade

writing in the ERS

all children remained
regardless of age or

level.
As our population shifted from widely scattered
rural farming communities to densely populated
cities, the one-room schoolhouse gave way to agelevel and grade-level “sorting” and, in time, the
K-8 and 9-12 organizational pattern.
This twoschool structure recognized that children at the
basic “elementary” school and advanced “high”
school levels have separate academic, social, and
emotional needs.
The next common structure to
appear was the three-school configuration of
grades K-6, 7-9, and 10-12. ... In recent years,
the grade 7-9 junior high school has begun to give
way to a different model.
Continuing concerns
about the social and emotional needs of
adolescents have resulted in the emergence of a
“middle”
school concept that clusters grades 5-8
or 6-8.
K-4, 5-8, 9-12 and K-5, 6 -8, and 9-12
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district patterns are now emerging as common
models.
(Vann, 1992, 10)
The emergence and more permanence of the middle school
model

is certainly reflected in the organization of

reform initiatives at both the national and state
For example,
4,

5-8,

the NCTM Standards

school

levels.

for math are organized in K-

and 9-12 blocks as are each of the seven Curriculum

Frameworks designed under the Massachusetts Education Reform
Law of

1993.

The focus on the

importance of grade span in

organizing schooling recognizes the
developmental

importance of

learning and reverts back to Darling-Hammond's

point regarding structuring schools

for the success of the

learner.
A compatible idea to grade span is the idea of creating
closer connections among staff and students that would build
on a sense of community within a school and have a positive
impact on the school's culture.

One suggestion that

reflects this view is the proposal

for “clusters” of

schools

that would link the stages of a student's educational path,
making for smoother,

more seamless transitions.

The main argument for clusters is that students
need a more continuous context of learning and
caring as they move through the grades.... A
more effective way to organize schools is to
design a feeder-pattern cluster that provides a
system of coordination and articulation from
elementary to middle to high school.
(Newberg,
1995, 714)
Where clusters are not

formed or not possible,

a

similar suggestion could achieve the same effect by
subdividing a large school

into smaller educational units.
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The preferred approach is to create small
“communities for learning” even in large schools.
The goal for the large and small school alike is
to create responsive environments that provide
students with care and support, as well as
challenging programs that will increase their
learning.
(Epstein, 1990, 439)
Another model
and these

ideas

in

of

regarding

community-building
into

teams.

on

is

Such a

cooperation among

line with the middle

are

integral

parts

of

restructuring effort
Here

are

organizing middle

team-based model

smaller units within a
The

The

Basic

some benefits

of

encourages

grades

more

team-based model

school

to be

structure

improved communication and

the plan of

faculty.

school

and a

are mentioned here,
School,

discussed

as

focus
both

an elementary level

later

in this

study.

teaming:

Removing the elementary teacher from the isolation
of a single classroom into one where they will
become members of a teaching team has distinct
advantages.
Each individual can build on an area
of personal expertise or interest while receiving
support from other members of the team.
Through a
team effort, greater flexibility in planning
learning activities can be achieved.
.
.
. Teacher
teams and the cooperation implied by membership,
reduces isolation and can provide students with a
greater variety of learning opportunities.
.
.
.
An effective teacher team, united in their
concerns for students, focuses on what is best for
their learning, and uses multiple talents, skills,
and resources to this end.
(Alley, 1992, 29)
These

exemplary school

communities

of

higher degrees
teachers
of

ways.

later

learners
of

as well

such as building

and creating opportunities

for

cooperation and collaboration among
as

One way,

section of

goals,

students,
that

this

are

accomplished

will

be

explored

study,

is

the
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in a variety

in more

establishment

depth
of

in a

greater

permanence
between
year.

in group--building a

student
This

elementary
school

and teacher

practice,
level,

level,

to

strengthen

anticipate
assigning
for

all

442).

students

degree,

an

curriculum

level

by the

State

a

groupings:

spite

of

local

control

will

of

It

is

can be

can mean that

the

and

stronger

students.

of

1990,

be

repeated
to

in
a

this

lesser

influenced by

of

are

5-8,

there

also

forge

is

well.

guides

of

to

program

looping and,

this

Education as part

regarding alignment

schools

as

regarding grade

schools.

that

An example

influences,

advisor-

long-term relationship between

part

k-4,

use

(Epstein,

Curriculum Frameworks.

level

the middle

in the practice

grades”

configurations

grade

the

homeroom or advisory teacher

theme

these

at

school

early adolescents

...

the

classes

reform,

input

of

as

among teachers

same

integral

educational

district

the

is

Board of

such

that

at

advisor-advisee

dedicated to

initiatives.

Massachusetts

the

in the middle

of multiage

Grade

the

is

schools

advising as well

importance

it

of

increases
to

and teacher
as

goal

schools

the years

student
study,

The

dramatic

This

“looping”

is becoming more prevalent

relationships

in

customary single

often known as

academic

interpersonal
“Principals

than the

especially among

advisee models.

longer-term relationship

of

“mandated”

9-12.

organization
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made

large

for

to note

grades within a

decisions

in

into

specific

However,

usually a

important

within

Recently approved

organized

and

is

appears

degree

local
that

school
terms

in

of

or
local
or
this

of

practice
may not

are

often

have

to do with core

“neighborhood”
impact

will

school

alternative

In

the

be

explored.

piloted as

influenced by outside

issues,

One

School Movement.

adopt

the

Basic

School

identifying on a

unique

needs

of

each

here--the

nongraded,

looping or
been

country,

Foundation--The

Schools

involved

in this movement

philosophy and organizational

the

concept

that will
(aka

in a variety of

In

overall

systemic,

other

school

grade

level

initiatives

cases,

the

they represent

initiatives.
focus

psychologists

initiatives

on the

All

three

their theoretical
Piaget,

in

discussed
continuous
model

(aka

in nature

across

focus

roots

Vygotsky,

individual,

of

these

in the

of

an

but

in

reform

levels,

and all

research of
In addition to

these programs

and organizational
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local

isolated classroom or

and Bruner.

basis,

and

the

have been part

elementary school

similar theoretical

similarities

By

school-based restructuring effort,

districts

them have

be

generic

designed to meet

but

to match the

the

ways

plan,

program,

school/community.

multiage model

with adaptations

a

organization variations

teacher rotation)--are more

some

tax rate).

and the multi-year placement

needs.

the possible

Carnegie

individual

implemented

(i.e.,

the

other two programs

progress model)

sharing

of

may or

formal program developed and

for personalization of

the

of

a

grade

on the

or

school-wide basis with this

contrast,

have

is

initiative

Basic

allowing

three

that

practices

overcrowding,

designs may have

following,

an

educational

forces

have

structure/emphasis.

The

Basic

School

The

concept

Carnegie

of

The

Foundation

across

of

study,

“what's

issued a

the

Basic

School

the

first

years

school

based on

climate,

priorities

shape

that

members

the

total

school's

Teaching

late

called for
impetus

for

Basic

School

the

creation of

school

reform to

created a

community,
(Boyer,

Boyer,

the

education and that

and character

the

of

Headed by the

took the

formal

formed by the

in elementary schools

four priorities:

coherence,

of

report

that
of

was

including on-site

working”

the United States.

Foundation

School

for the Advancement

following an extensive
observations,

Basic

curriculum

1995,

8).

These

experiences

for all

community:

The first priority, community, focuses on how
people relate to one another.
The second
priority, coherence, considers what all students
should learn.
The third priority, climate, deals
with effective teaching and learning.
The fourth
priority, character, considers how the school
experience shapes the ethical and moral lives of
children.
... In the end, the goal of the Basic
School is not just to build a better school, but,
above all, to build a better world for children.
It is our deepest hope that not a single child,
let alone a whole generation of children, should
pass through the schoolhouse door unprepared for
the world that lies before them.
(Boyer, 1995,

12)
It

was

this

Keller School
first

Basic

sense

of

community that

in San Antonio,

Schools.

This

Texas,

was

they had already organized the
“families”
a

common

or “base

groups” made

space.
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to become

a natural
school
up of

led the

move

into

Jackson-

one
for

of

the

them,

as

five mixed-grade

grades

K-5

and

sharing

When students begin their studies at JacksonKeller they join one of the five families and stay
in that family for the duration.
Within each
family teachers plan together and work together,
classrooms are frequently joined, and students are
encouraged to relate to each other as members of
an extended family.
.
.
. Base groups provide the
kind of sustained intimacy, cooperation, and
caring that help create a community of kinship and
a community by place.
(Sergiovanni, 1994, 172)
This

sense

of

community exemplifies

a major tenet

of

i

the
to

Basic

School.

reflect

some

underlying

sense

refers

to

of

.

.

the

and schooling.

embedded
(1997,

only place where

developed

a

than

certainly true

49) .

of

of

the Basic

as

This
to

of

goals

of

genuine

(Conley,

the Basic

evidence

the value

impressions

appears

of

appear to be

Conley
that

are

school
“Schools may be

community can be
function more

1997,

Schools

comments

the
a

especially

54).

This

like

is

School model.

Basic

Although their

true

statements

them readily sing the praises

of

School

achieve.

They should

factories”

structure.

is

For example:

sense

Educators who visit
part

in the

for young people.

communities

tries

new assumptions

restructuring”

of

has been called “new assumptions”

community it

these
.

structure

of what

schools

in the

“implicit

The

Basic

typical

and those who
of

this

do not
School

type

offer
model,

response

to

are

of

school

scientific
their

the program:

The excitement of the Basic School isn't so much
in what one sees, because what one sees throughout
a Basic School, while impressive, is replicated in
part, in isolated individual classrooms all over
the country.
.
.
. Rather, the excitement of
the Basic School is, first of all, its collective
all-embracing sense of community.
(Raymond, 1996,
43)
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a

At

the

David Cox School

teacher Melissa Dunlap

in North Carolina,

expresses

her views

fourth grade

this

way:

The entire school has a common language, we're all
thinking the same way.
We have a common
philosophy, common goals, a common belief about
children .... this is a better way, the best
way to teach children.
Everyone does a lot of
sharing .... to share your dream, your vision
with someone else.
(Raymond, 1996, 46)
How did The Basic
the

concept

Boyer,

who

death.

of

The

led the

School

Basic

School

Carnegie

According to Boyer,

plan was

come

into being?

was

the

Primarily,

dream of

Foundation

from 1981

the

of

kernel

his

Ernest
until

Basic

L.
his

School

developed during his work on another Carnegie

Foundation project,

subsequently published in

College:_The Undergraduate

Experience

1987

as

in America.

It was during this project that I became
increasingly convinced that education is a
seamless web, that one level of learning relates
to every other, and that the most promising
prospects for educational reform are in the first
years of formal schooling.
(1995, xvii)
That

kernel

by a

series

1987

and

input
as

1994

of

well

of

studies
that

as parents

idea

continued to grow and be

conducted by the

focused on the

projects,

and

(1991),

National
Survey of

is

a

Survey of

the

listing of

surveys:
the

of

and children,

contributed to

following

Nation

an

literally thousands

visitations,
The

of

International

Foundation between

elementary school.

teachers

results
of

of

those

this

research.

key reports,
for

Schooling

(1994),

Principals
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school

Learn:_A_,Mandate

Kindergarten Teachers

Elementary School

The

and administrators,

coupled with

some

Ready to

molded

Project

(1991),

(1990),

the

National

Survey of

Fifth-

and Eighth-Grade Students

(1988),

Reform

(survey of public school teachers

Survey of School
in 1988),

National Survey of Public School Teachers
addition,

numerous teacher consultants,

(1987) .

and the
In

teaching fellows,

and school officials at the state level contributed to the
work of

forming the

Basic School

(Boyer,

Finally,
1995,

xix),

foundation of
1995,

ideas that became The

197-209).

as a result of this “long journey”

a core network of Basic Schools was established

across the United States during the 1994-1995

school year.

In a keynote address before the NAESP National
San Diego,

(Boyer,

California,

in April of

1995,

Basic School concept to the nation.
day and was
believe that

Convention in

Boyer presented the

(I was present on that

impressed then with the concept and continue to
the model holds much promise.)

To date,

as

little time has passed for any long-term evaluation and
possibly due to the death of Dr.

Boyer and change in

leadership of the Carnegie Foundation,

no formal research

results have been published as to the effectiveness of these
schools.

However,

current

in numbers of Basic School

literature does note the growth
starts and the positive response

of the participants.
Testimony of success comes

from two Basic Schools

located on opposite sides of our country.

The Willard

School

joy,

in Norfolk,

Virginia,

boasts of

and child-centered atmosphere.

its

excitement,

Their focus on “community”

has helped them to build a welcoming and successful
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learning

environment.
that

Their commitment

is clear in their “decision

there would be no day when a child left

knowing some measure of success,
(Raymond,
is

the

know,

1996,

44).

school without

no matter how small”

Another key ingredient at this

leadership of the principal,

because,

school

“as we all

creating a superior elementary school without a

superior principal

is

like trying to build a superior

automobile without a steering wheel”

(Raymond,

1996,

43) .

A similar success has occurred at the Clinton Kelly
School

in Portland,

Oregon,

where the principal

painstakingly selected a creative,

committed,

child centered

faculty and turned a failing school around within seven
years.

Through multiple connections

community,

in curriculum,

and classroom resources and climate,

has been revitalized into a “family of
1996,

learners”

this

the
school

(Elliot,

54-57) .
Both of these stories of

successful Basic Schools point

to another important element of the Basic School that helps
to build that
curriculum.

common bond--the cohesiveness of the
Basic School proponents explain their

curriculum not

in terms of its “newness,” but

in terms of

the way they think about curriculum and what comprises the
core content

in various disciplines.

Using broad themes,

the Basic Schools have integrated traditional content within
eight

spiraling areas that they refer to as the Core

Commonalities:
By “core commonalities” we mean those universal
experiences that are shared by all people, the

64

essential conditions of human existence that give
meaning to our lives.
These include:
The Life
Cycle, The Use of Symbols, Membership in Groups, A
Sense of Time and Space, Response to the
Aesthetic, Connections to Nature, Producing and
Consuming, and Living with Purpose.By
focusing on these common human experiences,
children not only acquire a core of knowledge,
they also discover relationships across the
separate subjects.
(Boyer, 1995, 85)
In many ways,

the Basic School's

fundamental principles

and goals are similar to those professed by the Accelerated
School Effort

initiated in the 1980s by Henry Levin and his

colleagues at Stanford University.
School,

the

focus there

Just as

is on partnerships

in the Basic
for learning that

focus on positive outcomes and a confidence that all
children can learn.
.

.

.

is excellence

central mission,
education,

In the Basic School,
for all.

“the

shared vision

The school affirms,

as

its

that every child has a right to a quality

that high academic standards must be set,

that every child can and will

and

succeed in ways that reflect

his or her own unique aptitudes and interests”

(Boyer,

18).

Accelerated

Articulating some of these

same beliefs,

1995,

Schools are designed specifically to restructure schools to
ensure more

success

for the at-risk students:

Faculty at individual schools decide what their
priorities are and implement day-to-day goals, but
all Accelerated Schools have the following common
broad goals:
(1) the creation of a learning
environment characterized by high expectations,
(2) the elimination of the achievement gap for atrisk children by the end of elementary school,
(3)
the daily implementation of a fast-paced
curriculum focusing on student engagement, and (4)
involvement and empowerment of teachers and
parents.
(Arlington & Cunningham, 1996, 29)
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The spirit and ideas of these broad goals continue to be at
the

forefront of educational reform,

as they are articulated

in a similar way in GOALS 2000.
Another area of educational research,
schools,

can also be

linked in a broad way to the

organization of Basic Schools.
on effective

that of effective

schools,

In a review of the research

Downer says that effective

defined in terms of both the achievement of
their character development.
factors,

school

critical

importance

ideals and

schools are

students and

In terms of organizational

leaders are strong as well as

supportive

in cultivating school culture),

school -community relations are good,
expectations are high.

Similarly,

and supported by effective

(of

home-

and student

academics are emphasized

instructional

strategies.

Each

school's vision is clearly articulated and common themes are
agreed upon to accomplish the school's purposes.
principal
agent,

serves as

instructional

program manager,

parameters of the

leader,

The

internal

change

and problem-solver--all within the

school's vision

(1991,

329-330).

In a more empirically based study of effective schools,
Zigarelli used the National Educational Longitudinal
for the years

1988,

1990,

and 1992

Study

to assess the effects of

six effective schools variables on student achievement.
collapsed into six factors the variables
effective school research summaries,
and Purkey and Smith
leadership,

(1983) :

identified in

such as Downer

Quality of teachers,

teacher satisfaction,
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He

a school

(1991)
principal

culture of

academic achievement,

positive relations with the central

office administration,
involvement.
schools,

and high levels of parental

Based on survey data from 1,100 public

he conducted a linear regression analysis on the

six constructs

just

identified.

The six constructs . . .
were regressors, and the
students' score on the 12th-grade battery of
examinations was the dependent variable.
The
regression was weighted to produce a nationally
representative sample.
To partial out the
independent and unbiased effects of these
effective school constructs, I controlled student
effort (hours of homework completed, teacher
perception of student's effort), student ability
(pretest score, academic track), student
demographics (race, sex), parents' influence
(parental expectations for the student's
education), parents' socioeconomic status, and
school demographics (region of the country,
urbanized location, school size).
(1996, 106)
From this

study,

Zigarelli concluded:

“In totality,

the

regressions present a multifarious picture of what may
contribute to a school's success”
effective school

there

with their work environment,
and the principal

the power to hire/fire
These
the

He found the

mastery of material

is plenty of classroom time

teachers enjoy much planning time,

volunteers,

107).

in essence to be one in which students

place a high priority on learning,
the norm,

(1996,

(1996,

is

for learning,

teachers are satisfied

there are many parent
is empowered,

including having

103-107).

findings bring to mind the key characteristics of

successful Coalition schools which are characterized by

features
time,

such as cooperative teaching with common planning

university people

in the classrooms,
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constructivist

learning,

integrated subjects,

achievement and exhibition,

a focus on student

and teacher sharing.

None of the ideas were Sizer's alone, but he was
among those who said, 'Let's build schools around
educational rather than organizational ideas,' and
he was the one who helped some actual schools to
do that and so refocus their efforts on student
learning. (Cusick, 1997, 221)
Again,

many traits of the Basic School mirror these

findings and those of the effective schools research.
Multiage Classes
The second restructuring alternative examined here
what

is

is commonly referred to as the multiage classrooms.

“Multiage,” “nongraded,” “mixed age,” or “continuous progress”
are all

terms that are often used synonymously to refer to

elementary class
grades,

structures,

found most often in the primary

that deal with teaching and learning situations

which students are organized,
configurations,

not by traditional grade

but by mixed ages and grades.

This

in
level

is

unlike the assembly-line model of graded education in which
students are classified by chronological age,

based on the

assumption that grouping by age provides relative
homogeneity for instruction and academic progress
1994,

1-2).

Instead,

on recognition of the

(Gaustad,

the multiage classroom model

is based

importance of the philosophy that

underlies developmentally appropriate practices.
clear definition of the term “multiage” comes
who uses the term to mean “two or more grade

A simple,

from Miller
levels that

have been intentionally blended together to improve
learning.

The child's developmental needs,
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regardless of

grade-level curriculum or administrative placement,

stand

out as a key defining characteristic of the multiage
concept”

(1996,

12).

Educators know that young children develop “unevenly”
in the various domains and that educators need to address
all of those domains within the classroom,

for example,

intellectual,

1997;

1994).

physical,

social

(Bredekamp,

Miller,

Many educators who do see the value of a balanced

view of the whole child have become advocates of the
multiage classroom as a more effective way of meeting the
varying developmental needs of their students.
advocate

is David Elkind,

a student of Piaget,

One

such

who states:

Multiage grouping is more natural and
educationally beneficial than the rigid age
grouping that dominates our schools.
Age grouping
is based on physical time, whereas children grow
on biological time and operate on psychological
time.
Biological and psychological times are
variable while physical time is uniform.
(1987,
2)
Like so many trends,
education.

In fact,

multiage grouping is not new to

Robert Anderson wrote his

first article

advocating a nongraded philosophy and approach to grouping
students
States,

in 1956

(Goldman,

multiage grouping,

1996,

16).

Across the United

also known as

interage grouping,

has been common particularly in small rural
“pupils were grouped this way

.

.

.

out of

schools,

sheer necessity

rather than for some

logical or theoretical reason”

(Goodlad & Anderson,

1987,

62).

where

Perhaps this history of

experience with multiage teaching in rural

settings has

influenced teacher attitudes toward this pattern of grade

69

organization,
Piland's

as one of the results of Gomolchuk and

survey of

149

elementary teachers

in northern

British Columbia indicated that “the altitudes of urban and
rural teachers toward multiage classes differ significantly.
Rural teachers express a more positive attitude”
Not

surprisingly then,

states,

There,
Rathbone,

in one of our

Vermont.

a simple,

Bingham,

understandable definition comes

Dorta,

University of Vermont,

who have done extensive research on

introduction to a book in which Rathbone states:

In the
“By

I mean classrooms where children of different

ages and grades are

intentionally placed together,

graded distinctions are minimized,

(Rathbone et al.,

1993,

ix).

where

and where teaching and

learning make use of the range of knowledge
group”

from

McCaskey and O'Keefe of the

this model through funding of the Ford Foundation.

'multiage,'

30).

some interesting research on the

implementation of multiage classes was done
more rural

(1995,

As

inherent

in the

stated previously,

the philosophical basis of this multiage model draws
the work of Vygotsky and his theories of the

from

zone of

proximal development and the emphasis on learning as a
process of
exchange,

social

as “discussion and verbal

particularly with other children of close but not

identical age,
(Gaustad,

interaction,

1994,

play an important role

in cognitive growth”

3).

The multiage groupings get part of their strength from
the more natural groupings of students of different ages and
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abilities and how this type of grouping can enhance
learning.
support

Vygotsky's writings provide a framework to

this practice,

proximal development”

as

it

(ZPD)

is

illustrative of his “zone of

in which children's

understandings are stretched and an “area of potential
learning becomes actual
Vygotsky has

learning”

(Rathbone,

1993,

155).

shown recognition of

children's ability to learn something taught to
them that they couldn't learn on their own . . .
that development gives children the ability to
learn things beyond what they know if someone is
able to teach it to them as they can learn it.
(Rathbone, 1993, 155)
This

leading of the learner and the building upon the

experiences the child brings to the situation are what
Bruner called “scaffolding.”
most evident

This

scaffolding and ZPD are

in multiage classrooms

in which the development

levels of the students deliberately form a wider span.
practice

Such

is “consistent with Vygotsky's belief that more-

competent peers can scaffold less-mature classmates and that
cognitive development

is best

stimulated when children are

challenged to do something just beyond their current
of development”
studies

(Berk & Winsler,

support this view,

can be beneficial
development
1990;

133).

Some research

finding that mixed-age grouping

for both children's social and cognitive

(Azmitia,

Chapman,

1995,

level

1995) .

1988;

Katz,

Evangelou,

It can be noted,

& Hartman,

also,

that

recognition of the ZPD and scaffolding are evident,
much lesser degree,

in the Basic School,
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where

but

students

to a

learn from each other as in the cross-grade-level sharing
and through their general sense of community.
Related research on nongraded schools,
continuous progress model,
Here,

based on a

indicates positive results.

a nongraded school is defined as a school that “does

not use grade-level designations for students or classes.
Progress is reported in terms of tasks complete
grades or rating systems”

(Pavan,

1992,

22).

.

.

.

not by

In a thorough

review of 64 research studies published between January 1968
and December 1990,

Pavan and Anderson compared graded and

nongraded education in terms of academic achievement,
health indicators,

and impact on at-risk learners.

mental

Their

findings can be summarized as follows:
1.
Research studies comparing nongraded and
graded schools provide a consistent pattern
favoring nongradedness.
2.
The nongraded groups performed better (58%) or as
well as (33%) the graded groups on measures of academic
achievement.
3.
On mental health and school attitudes, 52% of the
studies indicated nongraded as better for students, 43%
similar.
Only 5% showed nongraded as worse than graded
schools.
4.
The benefits to students of nongradedness increase
as students have longer nongraded experiences.
5.
Blacks, boys, low socioeconomic level students, and
underachievers benefit most from a nongraded program.
(Pavan, 1992, 23)
Multiage programs are not necessarily within nongraded
programs,

but they can be.

Specifically,

then,

what are

some of the elements that set the multiage classroom apart
as a model of organizing for instruction?
Rathbone,

Again,

citing

his research in Vermont classrooms found seven

common elements that made the multiage pattern of grouping
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operate

successfully.

within a relevant
relationships,

all of

include continuity

curriculum and in student-teacher

established routines,

flexible grouping,
environment,

These elements

a sense of “family,”

active engagement with the

informality of tone,

the elements

(1993,

learning

and an interdependence of

28-30) .

In an extensive study of

four schools that utilized the

multiage approach in the northwestern United States,
bolstered by surveys

from a broad cross-section of the

country obtained by sampling attendees at a national
multiage conference.

Miller found that

similar factors

in

terms of classroom application contributed to success.
Overall,

however,

Miller cites general

issues of

support

within the entire learning community as critical to success.
By thematically analyzing the surveys of over two hundred
respondents and rank ordering these with results
interviews at participating schools,

he

from 39

found those

involved

attributed their success chiefly to the support,
cooperation,

ongoing communication

to implementation),
teachers,

and active

principals,

involvement of parents,

and central office administration.

terms of classroom implementation.
very similar to Rathbone's:
strategies,
learning;

i.e.,

Miller's

In

findings are

using open-ended teaching

hands-on math and science,

having enthusiastic,

teaching teams

(including planning prior

cooperative

flexible teachers;

placing

in close physical proximity and allowing for

common planning time;

and sharing a belief and understanding
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that multiage

instruction is a tool

for addressing the

diversity in how children develop and learn

(1994,

5-11) .

Miller's point regarding building support within the
entire

learning community for multiage classes and having

ongoing communication among all participants
another recent

study conducted in a laboratory school at

University of Utah by Byrnes,
examining the attitudes of
during the
program,
about

is borne out by

Shuster,

168

and Jones.

the

In

students and their parents

first year of a primary level

(ages

6-8)

multiage

they found that “getting information to parents

the multiage classrooms at this

school was considered

to be critical to the success of the program”

(1994,

21) .

Ranking parental responses to both a fall and spring survey
on both a general satisfaction scale
academic

satisfaction scale

(GENSAT)

(ACASAT),

these researchers

compared the data using a t-test of means.
was a shift
survey,

toward more positive attitudes

this

(1994,

about

Although there
in the spring

18).

Curiously,

with

for administrators as they consider methods of

communication with parents,
that

then

shift did not represent a statistically

significant difference
implications

and an

parents

indicated on the surveys

their children were their main source of
the multiage program.

information

Analysis of these results did

indicate a relationship between parent and student
attitudes,

but

directionality;

it was not possible to “ascertain
parents may have concerns and pass them on
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to children,

or children may have concerns and pass

to parents”

(1994,

them on

21).

Many of these same

factors noted by the previously

named researchers were reported in the analysis of surveys
completed by Gomolchuk and Piland regarding teacher
attitudes toward multiage grouping.

Their respondents

indicated that methods they considered successful
teaching multiage classes were cooperative
strategies,

use of

learning centers,

based language arts.

in

learning

and use of

literature-

A factor not mentioned in the other

studies was the commonly expressed need by teachers
small class size

(twenty-student maximum)

classes even more effective
It

(1995,

should be noted that,

to make multiage

30-31).

in many ways,

identified for success by Gomolchuk,
are similar to some of the

Miller,

the key elements
and Rathbone

fundamental principles discussed

as critical to the success of The Basic School.
these

for a

(In fact,

factors are all typical of good teaching and classroom

success regardless of the setting!)
distinction,

however,

One

important

can be made:

Multiage teaching refers both to a way of grouping
children and a set of teaching practices that work
best in such a setting.
If neither is present,
then the setting isn't an example of multiage
teaching, even if children of different grades are
grouped together.
(Rathbone, 1993, xii)
Specifically,

Rathbone

continuity that

is speaking to the

focuses on multiple connections--

curriculum/subject matter ties,
routines that

importance of

home-school

are well-established,
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links,

familiar

and connections to the

lives of

students to emphasize the relevancy of their

studies.

Like

looping,

the main focus of this

third example of a restructuring model
in this chapter,

study and the

that will be explored

“continuity also means being in a classroom

with a group of peers

for more than one year.

...

It

means you are known as a child and learner for longer than
one academic year”
customary,
present

(Rathbone et al,

29).

Although

continuity on this dimension is not always

in a multiage

setting.

Another key element

for success

organizational plan is the sense of
Through a sense of
circumstance,

and caring.

in the multiage
family that

is created.

inclusiveness and mutuality of

the group learns to work together and care

one another with an “all
This

for one” spirit that

students

with groups not

for

is cooperative

spirit of cooperation is also observable

in their grouping practices.
grouping of

1993,

In the multiage configuration,

in a flexible manner is also important,

fixed but able to be restructured easily for

different purposes across the day and across the curriculum.
Like Vygotsky's ZPD,

the seeming informality of the

environment--more talking,

many materials available,

design that encourages cooperation/sharing,
opportunities

learning
room

and many

for exploration with materials--helps children

bridge the gap from what they can do with help to doing it
independently.
ages,

as present

The

interaction of

students of different

in the multiage model,
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often can lend the

type of

support Vygotsky points to in his definition of the

the distance between the (student's) actual
developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more
capable peers.
(1978,86)
This,

phenomenon is

illustrated in the successful multiage

classrooms observed by Rathbone et al.,
reports,"not getting something right

where he

is perceived as one

step on the path to getting something right”
A natural extension of this
the more

informal

29).

flexibility in group and of

learning setting characteristic of the

multiage classroom is the element of social
This

(1993,

interaction.

is an appropriate extension in that the theories of

both Piaget and Vygotsky have
interaction in the
social

legitimized the role of

learning process.

The

social

link between

interaction and learning is emphasized,

too,

in

settings that extend well beyond the multiage classroom.
example of this
that

includes

is

found in NCTM's communication standard

such recommended practices as cooperative

group work for problem solving.
recognizes the

The Basic School also

importance of communication,

as

it

is

recognized as one of the “four Cs” of their philosophical
foundation.
the

Again,

importance of

in Rathbone et al.1s view of multiage,

social

interaction is evidenced in the

following statement:
Their (the children's) learning is properly
engaged when it is both active and focused upon
things that have meaning for them. . . . The
belief it denotes is that children do not learn
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An

ZPD

through engagements with their world that are
passive and abstract. (1993, 30)
Another key element of
but one that

successful multiage classrooms,

is not unique to the multiage setting,

of routines--formats,

schedules,

is that

and expectations are all

clear and consistent thereby encouraging students to be more
independent.
the

Finally,

interdependence of all of the other elements.

to Rathbone et al. ,
its

the element of “overlappingness” or
According

“the power of any of the elements

simultaneous occurrence with other elements.

is

in

Each

builds upon one another to establish a multiage kind of
synergy”

(19 93,

benefit of

30) .

social

Again,

it must be noted that the

interaction through group work can be

achieved in a traditional classroom setting,
scaffolding among different-aged peers

but the

link to

sets the multiage

setting apart.
Although very common at
of multiage,

the college

with its built-in diversity,

level,

the notion

as a successful

configuration for learning has not been given much serious
attention at

lower grade levels.

Multiage classes are normal in the university setting
and in high schools.
Yet nothing has been resisted
more at elementary and middle schools than multiaged
grouping. . . . Nothing has been harder to change than
same-age grouping patterns of the graded school.
(Bechtol & Sorenson, 1993, 26)
When looking at the multiage model as an alternative to
traditional grade
note that the

level configuration,

impetus

it

is

important

to

for such a restructuring change ought

to be that educators and the greater school
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community are

concerned with making our educational
serve the needs of

its

students,

system better able to

both collectively and

individually.
Schools exist for students.
All that is done to
establish and maintain schools must be measured in
terms of what is best for each child. .
Traditionally, elementary schools and middle
schools have been organized in a mass-production
structure similar to the industrial plant across
the river.
In other words, we have adjusted the
students to the curriculum instead of the
curriculum to the students.
These inflexible
organizations sustained grouping through grades
and evaluation by standardized norms.
(Bechtol &
Sorenson, 1993, 33)
The

interest

in multiage classes has been taken very

seriously in some parts of the country,

with multiage

organization being part of legislatively mandated reform
initiatives
1994,

1).

in Kentucky,
In Kentucky,

school reform,
students

Oregon,

and Mississippi

a state at the national

several options are

in a variety of ways

in place

(Miller,
forefront of

for grouping

for nongraded classes.

A

description of their program follows:
Multiyear groups may contain children from three
or four different years of the primary program:
the equivalent of the former K-2, 1-3, or K-3.
Dual-year groups could contain children formerly
designated K-l, 1-2, or 2-3.
Single-year groups
may contain children who are in the same year of
the primary program, but range in age by two or
three years.
(Gaustad, 1992, 20)
On the west coast,
of

students

a good point regarding the grouping

in an ungraded setting is made by the Oregon

21st Century Schools Council:

“The configuration chosen

depends on the size of the school and staff preferences.
small

school's only option might be K-3,
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A

while a large urban

school

would have

experiment

with several possible

1992,

21).

class

can reflect

Again,

A major
meeting
can be
is

sufficient primary-age

the
local

issue

the wide

exact

span of

not

experiences

25).

handling the

within

the

nongraded

approach.

of

is

(Gaustad,
As

setting

schools

not

a

1992,

conducted

is

the

support
'the

is

as

not

effects

the

of

part

idea of

opposed to
new to

in Torrance,

a

and
1992b,

students

team teaching

team and
promising ways

emphasize
of

that

nongrading”

traditional

education.

interage

and

California,
of

grouping

Back

students

in

intergrade

1956,

for

California.

Their

in multigrade

classes made

a number of

gains

both

& Hamilton,

1957,

69).

and academically

(Rehwoldt

Stanley Chace

study

work

conducted an
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a

grouping was

by Walter Rehwoldt

their doctoral

in

grade-level

University of

later,

but

23).

Warren Hammond as

years

issue

scheme

(Pavan,

most

but

is

remember

appropriate

often with a

as

to

and grouping of

'necessary concomitant'

classrooms

configurations
study of

range

This

key point

for each child”

horizontally,'

stated previously,

multiage

the

simply a grouping

teaching approaches

organizing

teaming

but

“Goodlad and Anderson

cooperative

for a multiage

differences.

the provision of

rich educational
One way of

(Gaustad,

or nongraded classroom

individual

is

demands

to

needs.

in any multiage

“nongradedness

philosophy that

combinations”

configuration

approached differently,

that

children

showed that

and

the
students
socially
Several

investigation of

the

effects of multiple grade grouping at the elementary level
in an unpublished doctoral dissertation for the University
of Tennessee

in 1961.

Chace's data, “relative to academic and social
development, tend slightly to support the findings
of Rehwoldt that students in multiple-grade groups
do better.”
However, the data also support
Foshay's conclusions (unpublished doctoral
dissertation for Columbia University in 1948) that
more flexible grouping might enable the singlegrade classroom to realize some of the advantages
found for the multi-grade organization.
(Goodlad
& Anderson, 1987, 69)
The above evidence should be viewed with caution,
the classrooms

in which they were conducted,

since

the

expectations regarding the American education system,

and

the very nature of society at the time were quite different
from what they are now,

35-40 years

continues to be relevant,
of

social

interaction.

however,

later.

A point

that

relates to the benefits

Again citing Goodlad and Anderson,

Perhaps to be especially noted in the preliminary
data from multi-age classes are the references to
social benefits.
Sometimes lost in the discussion
of graded organization is the fact that an
artificial and unnatural homogeneity of
chronological age and academic experience is
engendered by the arrangement of one-grade-perclass.
In many ways this homogeneity encourages
an unhealthy attitude within each age group toward
other age groups, especially those who are younger
and hence have less status.
It also causes each
group to lose some of its perspective on human
experience by narrowing the social atmosphere
within which the children live.
One is tempted to
wonder whether the resulting ingrownness of each
graded class does not accumulate in various
antisocial ways, especially when the pupils reach
the more volatile teenage stage.
(Goodlad &
Anderson, 1987, 67)
There are a number of contemporary examples of multiage
structures

in the elementary school.
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Some of the more

successful

examples appear to have been part of

larger,

overall restructuring or reform efforts by the particular
school district.

One,

the New Suncook School

community in western Maine,

in a rural

offers an excellent example of a

school-college collaboration that greatly enhanced the
educational experience of teachers and students.
example

is at the Wheeler Elementary School

County,

Kentucky.

Over a six-year period,

changes have transformed this

have

focused on:

(a)

fundamental

19).

it

These changes

developing a learning environment

which children build on their successes and
teacher isolation

in Jefferson

school and brought

recognition as a “National Model School.”

The other

(Whitford & Gaus

(b)

in Lieberman,

How have they achieved their goals?

in

reducing
1995,

18-

One of the main

factors was their reorganization to a multiage model using
primary and intermediate teams.
efforts came

Their reorganization

from the teachers--changes that revolved around

an
ungraded program, flexible grouping, teaming, and
children engaged in a variety of learning
experiences. . . . Their (Wheeler staff) study and
conversations resulted in two initial changes that
have had lasting influence in the school-developing a shared vision for the school and
establishing multi-age teams.
(Whitford & Gaus in
Lieberman, 1995, 23 & 27)
Multiage organization appears to help teachers
an appropriate

instructional balance that enables students

to work within both their developmental
learning zone.

strike

As Chapman points out,
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level and their
from her study of

literacy learning within an ungraded primary program in
British Columbia:
In reality, every classroom is a multi-age
classroom, with a wide range of abilities,
background knowledge, and levels of development.
Graded organization of classrooms and curriculums
have created barriers that are not reflective of
the diversity within groups of children of the
same age, nor do they match the reality of life
outside the school.
(1995, 425)
Multiage classes appear to have the potential to remove,
some degree,

to

the barriers of which Chapman speaks.

Looping
The third specific pattern of grade
reorganization,
looping.

Again,

level

and the one central to my research study,
it

is defined as a form of persistence

is

in

group that allows a teacher and students to remain together
as

in instructional unit

goal

inherent

for a minimum of two years.

The

in its design is to enhance the

teaching/learning process through the building of

long-term

classroom relationships.
Like some other models of grade organization,
is not new,

and many educators

“old”

Like the multiage and Basic School concepts,

idea.

look upon it as

looping

just another

looping has a strong basis

in accepted theories of

and is practiced both here

in the United States and in

Europe--there the Waldorf Schools boast a long,

learning

successful

history of providing education through a very persistent
pattern of grouping.

In this country,

programs have been slow to take hold.
regarding the nongraded model,
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however,

these

Writing in the

1980s

Goodlad and Anderson refer to

“looping”
that

as

“teacher cycling”

administrators

energized

for

the

can keep

teaching

and point
their

tasks

to

its

faculties

at

hand.

use

as

a way

stimulated and

According to

them:
Teacher cycling means keeping the teacher with the
same group of children over a period of more than
one year.
.
.
. One obstacle to the introduction
of cycling is the tendency of teachers, probably
because of grade-mindedness and the
crystallization of habits, to settle down more or
less permanently into a specific grade level.
This in turn is one of the major reasons that
administrators attempt to introduce cycling, since
cycling is seen as a way of opening new horizons
for teachers and breaking them loose from their
“ruts.” .
.
. The cycling question has stimulated
much argument within the profession, with the more
conservative teachers tending to oppose it.
(1987, 67).
A review of

current

journals points

to

the

efficacy of

such a model:
Research on school effectiveness has consistently
suggested that long-term teacher/student
relationships improve both student performance and
job satisfaction for teachers.
Yet, despite these
finding .
.
. implementation is rare enough to
be regarded as exceptional.
(Burke, 1996, 361)
With a
theoretical
in the

similarity to

and pedagogical

work of

psychology as

such leaders
Dewey,

longer time periods
grouping,

and more

new and are
program of
To

see

the multiage model,

Piaget,
with the

basis

for

in the

field of

teacher,

continuous patterns

important

educational

solid

looping can be

found

education and

and Vygotsky.
same

a

The

ideas

mixed age

of progress

components

are

organization of

education as

Jean

Piaget

reflected
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not

addressed by a

looping.
how the work of

of

influenced the
in persistent

grouping,

it

is

necessary to

look at

developed by philosopher Rudolf
established a

school

Waldorf-Astoria
(Barnes,
model

1980,

has

rooted

come

cigarette

to be

Piagetian

Central

cognitive

copy of

some

unified,

theory of

absolute

a

work,

namely,

is

“Knowledge
is,

of

man develops

threefold

Steiner also had a

in three

stages

and adolescence)
(spirit,

soul,

education be

continuous

head,

and hands

heart,
What

does
comes

their

message

do

is

not

model,

too,

focus

and that

and body),

his

instead,

(Barnes,

these

theories

the

the
among

totality
That

middle

capacities
that

whole

have

are
a

child's

being of

for educators?

into practice?

application of
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a

52).

learning environments.
is

on the

requiring

1991,

Piaget

on three's:

and related to his

a

Although using

(early childhood,

thinking translate

in designing

Waldorf

49-50).

terminology and with an emphasis

development,

childhood,

for

his

an active mind constructing relationships

different

is

the

operations.

too,

reality but

1983,

is

philosophy and the

Knowledge

& Kuschner;

school

rough

result

(Foreman

.

is

of

objects”

.

Germany

construct
of

.

the

twelve-year

and concrete

knowledge:

of

education and

There

Piaget's

external

the mind.

workers

development,

pre-operational,

designed and

in Stuttgart,

known as Waldorf

to understanding

constructivist

This

philosophy.

of

who

children of

here between Steiner's

stages

sensory motor,

Steiner,

factory

323-326).

in Steiner's

correspondence

for the

a German model,

The

Within
the

How

connection
the

idea,

taken

from Dewey,

of

in which they
School,

this

teachers'

learn by their own experiences.

90-91).

on

interpersonal

These

differing developmental
their

individual

relationships

learning environments

developmentally appropriate,

with

for

students

In a Waldorf

occurs within an arts-based curriculum with a

strong emphasis
1993,

providing “conditions”

rates

in that
of

are

(Uhrmacher,
also more

they recognize

children

the

in combination

needs.

What is highly relevant is a view of developmental
stages that has been implemented in a specific
pedagogy in several hundred schools in Europe and
the United States since 1919.
Waldorf pedagogy is
based on the assumption that the child must be not
only allowed but encouraged to behave and learn in
ways appropriate to his developmental stage,
roughly correlated with age, so that the full
flowering of his potential can occur.
Learning
can occur, in Piagetian terms, only when the inner
structures, most likely on a biological, perhaps
partly on a psychological and cultural basis,
mature.
Then children can assimilate what the
environment presents to them.
.
.
.
[L]earning
cannot explain development but the stage of
development can in part explain learning.
.
.
.
[T]his learning is always relative to the
developmental period during which it takes place,
and to the intellectual structures, whether
completely or partially formed, which the subject
has at his disposal during his period.
(Ginsburg,
1982, 329)
Leichter also
relation to
School

refers

to

the Waldorf model

in New York

the

importance

and to

the

of

Rudolf

time

Steiner

in particular.

By developmental time, I am referring to the
organization of education in relation to the
development of the individual from year to
year.
.
.
. The concepts of development that
underlie curriculum at the Rudolf Steiner
School .
.
. embody an emphasis on a gradual
unfolding of an individual capacities.
(1980,
366)

86

in

Referring

further to

the

concept

Leichter emphasizes

the

present,

learning:

and

future

fosters

a

sense

ideally

stays
.

.

of

grade.

.

become

intimately

and change”
In

The

class

.

we

are brought

America,

is

learn at

different

stages
level

rates

challenge

that

different

rates

are

and

for educators

a

typical,

appropriate

guidelines

the

3

and

they progress

one-room

strong,

ways”

has

range

Children
(Shanker,

always

of

heterogeneous
in

grade

the primary

classroom,

as

responses

children mature

considered as

been and

developmental

appropriate

statements

for the

in rural

learning.

particularly

both physically and

recommended practices

of

opportunity to

necessity

in different

Recognizing that

NAEYC developed position

ages

the

looping and the multiage

challenge.

through eighth

“Cognitive psychology

in meeting the wide

described previously,
this

organization

classroom teacher

the

organizing

configuration presents,
Both

to

a matter of

a better way of

and abilities

grades.

the

first

back

was

what

to be

link past,

school's

.

learning,

367).

that,

continues

to

familiar with children as

confirms

The

.

from

education:

86).

and

attempt

“The

schoolhouse view of

1994,

time

classroom teacher has

(1980,

short,

school's

continuity

with the

of

at

intellectually,
in

1987

the

regarding

developmentally

education of

children between

8:

Its (NAEYC's) list of developmentally appropriate
practices closely matches the components of
nongraded education.
The inappropriate practices
it lists are typical of traditional graded
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to

education.
After reviewing studies comparing
graded and non-graded programs, Miller (1989)
concluded that multi-age or multi-graded classes
are as effective as single-grade classes in terms
of academic achievement, and superior in terms of
student attitudes toward school and self.
(Gaustad, 1992, 96)
Despite such findings,

we continue to organize our

schools on a traditional grade-level basis,

giving little

apparent emphasis to the knowledge we have of how children
develop and learn.
who are the

“Graded education assumes that

same age are at basically the same level of

cognitive development,
will progress at
Evangelou,

students

can be taught

the same rate.

& Harman,

1990;

.

.

in the same way,
.

Research

Goodlad & Anderson,

discredited all these assumptions”

(Gaustad,

and

(Katz,
1987)

1992,

has

95).

Speaking to the success of multi-age primary programs,
Cushman notes that

such models

depend, at their core, on a philosophy of learning
based on the developmental theories of Jean Piaget
(and) Jerome Bruner. . . . Children in the early
years of school do not learn at the same
pace. . . . Better to extend the age range of a
primary class and thus provide a nurturing,
success-oriented environment for children at
widely different developmental levels.
(1990, 82)
These

findings are pertinent to this discussion of

looping in that,

like the multiage non-graded perspective,

the notion of an undivided continuum of

learning,

made possible through persistence of group,
underlying principle of a program of
Further theoretical

main tenets of the theory of Vygotsky,
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is

is an important

looping.

support can also be

Piaget:

such as

found in the

a contemporary of

Vygotsky's theory of child development assumes
that social interaction and children's
participation in cultural activities are necessary
for development to occur. . . . Vygotsky's theory
grants a special place to social interaction in
ontogenesis as the means of developing all
complex, higher mental functions.
(Berk &
Winsler, 1995, 4-5)
Greater social
classrooms

interaction is seen as a natural outcome of

in which the children remain with the same

teacher for periods

longer than a year,

whereby time allows

for the building of

long-term relationships,

as

is the case

with looping.
Two other key points
part

mentioned in

in the discussion of The Basic School and multiage

classes,
the

in Vygotsky's work,

that can be

facilitated by a program of

looping are

zone of proximal development and scaffolding.

this concept

is a significant challenge

To apply

for teachers and one

that highlights their role as facilitators of

learning,

particularly as they attempt to bridge the gaps among skills
and known/unknown concepts.

Recognizing and lending the

appropriate degree of support and encouragement
according to Vygotsky's theory,
combination of

social

“scaffolding.”

is,
This

interaction and learning is also a

function of cooperative

learning which may occur within or

outside of a looped setting.

According to Slavin,

“collaborative activity among young children promotes growth
because children of

similar ages are likely to be operating

within one another's proximal

zones of development,

modeling

in the collaborative group behaviors more advanced than
those they could perform as

individuals”
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(1987,

1162).

Whether through teacher or peer support,
defined as

scaffolding can be

follows:

a changing quality of support over a teaching
session, in which a more skilled partner adjusts
the assistance he or she provides to fit the
child's current level of performance.
More
support is offered when a task is new; less is
provided as the child's competence increases,
thereby fostering the child's autonomy and
independent mastery.
(Berk & Winsler, 1995, 171)
Implications of the ZPD and scaffolding for looping are
strong,

as the persistent grouping therein permits the

teacher's depth of understanding of

individual

students to

develop sufficiently to maximize the learning process
described by Vygotsky.
looping has

As one teacher experienced in

stated:

The students' relationships with me and each other
deepened over time.
We knew each other's
strengths and weaknesses. . . . All year,
curriculum was partially defined by my previous
experiences with the children. ... I was able to
build on foundations and utilize the children's
strengths and talents more than I was ever able to
before.
(Jacoby, 1994, 105)
Sarason,
child's

too,

connects good teaching with knowing each

individuality

(1993,

126),

a knowledge that can be

enhanced over time.
Further support

for this argument

is

found in the

writings of Darling-Hammond where she discusses conditions
necessary for teaching for greater understanding--a
situation also enhanced by long-term classroom
relationships:
One key to student development is providing clear
standards and criteria for performance on specific
tasks, linked to lots of feedback about work in
progress and continual opportunities for students
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to revise their work in response to this feedback.
Initial grumbling about high expectations turned
into satisfaction with high levels of
accomplishment when students are motivated and
enabled to go far beyond their entering levels of
ability by serious opportunities to develop
competence and the scaffolding to help them learn
how.
(Darling-Hammond, 1997, 106)
To this point,

the discussion of looping has

more on the education of young children,

focused

but the principles

that provide the sound pedagogy for looping and/or other
patterns of persistence in group hold true at higher levels
of public education as well.

In recent years,

as was noted

in the discussion of grade level configurations,

with the

advent of more middle schools and the adoption of that
philosophy,

organizational changes at grade

from 5-9 have occurred,

levels ranging

with particular emphasis on teaming

arrangements and on long-term relationships among students
and teachers.

In general,

studies of this age group report

favorable results:
George and Oldaker (1985) offer anecdotal evidence
that teaming, in combination with the resulting
teacher-based guidance that grows naturally from
this arrangement, facilitated productive peer
relationships and reduced conflict. . . . George
(1987) studied the long-term teacher-student
relationships in a Florida middle school and found
that the long-term relationships that resulted
from a team arrangement in which students and
teachers remain together for up to three years
helped to improve discipline.
(Arhar, Johnston, &
Markle, 1989, 26)
Historically,

the practice of persistence

actually as old as American public education,
example of

it

in group is
and the best

is probably the one-room schoolhouse that

dominated education in the United States,

91

especially in

rural America,

right

into the twentieth century.

Although

the pedagogy differed and the reason for multiple ages and a
wide grade

span with the same teacher for several years was

of geographic and economic necessity,
the

fact

that

the

no one can argue with

local teacher in that

each and every student extremely well,

schoolhouse knew
including their

families and any special circumstances that might
their learning.

impact

True then and true today is the observation

that
the obvious advantage of having the same dedicated
teacher year after year is that the student and
teacher get to know and respect one another.
The
perennial teacher is respected as a significant
adult in the child's life, one the student can
always count on.
(Michaud, 1992, 61)
Support

for this view comes

from Barnes and his analysis of

the Waldorf model of persistence

in group:

Experience shows that the relationship with the
same class teacher throughout a number of years
does not make for dependence, but rather supports
and nourishes the roots of genuine independence in
later life.
It builds inner security and that
fundamental relationship with a truly human
authority which ... is the ground on which the
maturing personality develops self-confidence and
the respect and tolerance for his fellow human
beings later in life.
(Barnes, 1980, 333-334)
It has even been suggested that a modern one-room
schoolhouse within each neighborhood might be the answer to
meaningful educational reform and a return to true
community-centered learning.

As Michaud further notes,

of the advantages cited in this modern concept of a
neighborhood school,

with its pattern of persistent

92

one

grouping,

would be the strong sense of community it

could

offer:
Loss of community results in high rates of social
pathologies. . . . The intimacy of neighborhood
schools could curb incipient antisocial behavior,
drug use, alienation, and abuse.
Nurturing,
concerned adults would make life safer and happier
for all children.
And less stressful for their
parents.
No child would “fall through the cracks”
emotionally or be unprepared to participate in a
democratic society.
(1992, 62)
Another argument that

can be made

for the building of

community through looping recognizes the great diversity
that our contemporary society reflects.
this can be
Maryland.

found in an inner-city school
There,

A fine example of
in Hyattsville,

a fourth-to-sixth grade elementary school

worked to establish a school model that would meet the
challenges of

some daunting demographics and help its

students to experience success

in school:

Our 610 students come from 37 different countries
and speak 25 languages, and almost 65 percent of
our families are recent immigrants.
We are also
faced with a high mobility rate (65 percent) and
unrelenting poverty:
Some 87 percent of our
students (including homeless children) qualify for
free lunches, and only 18 percent of parents have
earned a high school diploma.
It is vital that
our students know that we care about them.
Accordingly, we have implemented three strategies:
looping, the creation of an exhibition center to
highlight student work, and an attendance
incentive program.
(Haslinger, Kelly, & O'Lare,
1996, 47)
The

success the Langley School has enjoyed,

significant part

through looping,

has been true of a similar

program in another inner city neighborhood,
Cleveland,

Ohio,

described as
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in a

that of East

a 99.4 percent African-American community where 69
percent of the students come from single-parent
households, and 49 percent are members of families
living below the poverty line.
Many students come
from homes affected by typical urban problems such
as drug abuse, neglect, alcoholism, and domestic
violence.
This severely economically depressed
community has been quite accurately described as
an “exaggerated microcosm” of urban America's
worst problems.
(Hampton, Mumford & Bond, 1997,
1)
Here,
F.A.S.T.

one of the important cornerstones of Project

(Families Are Students and Teachers),

a model

program established through a partnership between the East
Cleveland,

Ohio,

University,

public schools and Cleveland State

is the organization of classes at the K-2

into multi-year assignments.
students,

This design keeps teachers,

and parents together for those key primary years.

Viewed by participants as a structure that
success,
K-2

level

their lead teacher describes

facilitates

some benefits of the

loop this way:
"I can always begin teaching on the first day of
school.
I have never had such smooth school
openings.”
Students return to a classroom where
they are all well aware of the teacher's
expectations, and the teacher begins with an
informed view of each child's abilities and
personality and some knowledge of the home and
family circumstances.
(Hampton et al., 1997, 3)
Perhaps,

more

importantly,

gains

in both attendance and

student achievement have been noted to date.
students,

“The teachers,

and parents who participated in Project F.A.S.T.

have demonstrated that when time and commitment

is devoted

to strengthening relationships between the home and school,
positive results occur”

(Hampton et al.,

1997,

emphasis on strong interpersonal relationships
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14).
is

This

supported

by research regarding learning and human relationships
general.

in

It points consistently to a powerful effect.

author sums

One

it up this way:

The most powerful force on student learning--as
measured by innumerable studies is the nuclear
family. . . . (A) variety of analyses of the
research and the literature have emphasized that
stability, persistence, and intimacy are the
characteristics of influential groups.
(Wynn &
Walberg, 1994, 528)
Other reasons why educational programs that offer
persistence

in group,

such as

looping,

are worthy of

consideration deal with the curriculum and with the
affective environment of the classroom.

The best evidence

of the effectiveness/success of a multiyear program comes
from a controlled study that

looked at the combined effects

of multiage classes and persistence in group.
was

This

study

conducted several years ago by Dennis Milburn of the

University of British Columbia,

Vancouver.

He tracked the

progress of the children in two very similar urban schools
over a five year period--one with multiage classes,
with students assigned to the traditional,
levels.

Using four tests

CAT subtest

Scale,

the Piers-Harris Children's

and the NFER Attitude Survey),

in the two schools were compared.
experiment

sequential grade

(Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test,

in math computation,

Self-Concept

and one

Simply stated,

students
“This

in multi-age grouping revealed little difference

in basic skills achievement
attitudes toward school.

.

levels but a big difference
.

.

Multi-age classes did score

significantly higher on the vocabulary section of the
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in

reading test,

however”

(1981,

513) .

Milburn attributed this

finding to the increased verbal exchange,
atmosphere,

comfortable

and modeling by older children that were present

in this setting marked by prolonged student-student and
student-teacher relationships.
Practitioners here in the United States,

as well,

point

to the advantages they have experienced in regard to these
long-term relationships:
A two-year span provides a child with greater
continuity in experience, both socially and
academically.
The opportunities to make personal
connections with others and with ideas over time
are especially valuable to emotional and
intellectual growth. . . . Two years in the same
class also works wonders with children who are
shy.
We've had numerous students come out of
their shell in the second year because they felt
confident about themselves and secure within the
group.
(Mazzuchi & Brooks, 1992, 60)
This view regarding the value of persistence in group is
shared by other professionals in the field of education:
Unfortunately, the effectiveness of learning in
groups in American schools is often tempered by a
common design flaw:
usually, each group has only
a short life span, so its members have
comparatively brief group relationships with one
another. . . . Essentially, American educators and
researchers involved in designing groups give
little weight to group persistence as a value for
stimulating learning.
(Wynn & Walberg, 1994, 527)
The value,

or at least the frequency,

of persistence in

group is not uncommon in other countries of the world.

“It

is not unusual for foreign educators to form student/student
and student/teacher groups that go on for several years”
(Wynn & Walberg,

1994,

527).

One of the best foreign

success stories regarding schools being constructed to
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achieve persistence

in group,

Waldorf School movement.
permanence

as

stated previously,

This model

is the

is cited for its

in group by Boyer in the Carnegie Foundation

report on the Basic School:
At the Waldorf School, an international network of
independent institutions, students stay with the
“main teacher”
for eight years.
An intimate,
supportive learning community is established.
At
Seminole Spring Elementary School in Eustis,
Florida, students stay together for educational
and social reasons for as long as three years.
“In our country, the family is not as strong as it
once was,” said Principal Jack Currie.
“For those
kids who don't have a strong mom-and-dad model,
the teacher becomes the significant other.
Keeping the group together builds confidence and
caring.”
(Boyer, 1995, 130)
Like the Basic School model that
organizational plans,
is attributed,

student

in part at

success

least,

between students and teachers.
looping,
School

Missouri,

similar

in later school years

to these

longer commitments

Similar in design to

the Basic School model at

in Columbia,

follows

the Ridgeway Elementary

is organized into “Learning

Communities” for students that

span two grade levels,

with

three or four teachers in each “community. "
Teachers feel that these mixed-grade communities
have contributed to achievements by their students
who have moved on to higher grades.
For example,
they point out that 97% of Ridgeway's former
students, including those diagnosed as “learning
disabled,” were later on the junior high honor
roll.
Two Ridgeway students were Presidential
Scholars in high school and others had been
nominated.
(Boyer, 1995, 132)
There are many other examples of group continuity in
education around the world,

too.

One country that enjoys an

excellent reputation regarding educational achievement
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is

Japan.

The

following citation speaks to the widespread

acceptance of the concept of persistence

in group within the

international community:
In Japan, where cognitive learning is stressed,
elementary teachers stay with their classes for
two years or more, and the classes remain together
for the entire period.
Teachers say, “The first
year is for getting to know the students.
The
second is for teaching.". . . Bavarian educators
believe that it is more important for students to
be together for all of their classes than for them
to proceed according to programs that maximize
their individual success. ... In the former
British Colony of Jamaica, when students enroll in
elementary school, they are assigned to divisions.
(Wynn & Walberg, 1994, 528)
The

importance of “extra time” is viewed also by U.S.

principals and teachers as one of the most
benefits of

looping

(ASCD,

1995;

Hanson,

Based on successes around the world,

significant

1995).
it

is

logical

that

consideration is being given to recognizing within American
schools the potential
the

impact that

sustained relationships

learning environment could have on the overall

of our educational

system.

After all,

their class and each child's gifts,

in

success

“teachers who know

capacities,

and problem

areas are better able to enhance the former and alleviate
the

latter”
Thus,

(Ginsburg,

1982,

335).

from the perspective of the teacher,

numerous

benefits have been reported that would favor the sustained
student/teacher relationship that
again to the

looping provides.

international community,

the progressive German

model of elementary education emphasizes heuristic
of didactic techniques.

Looking

instead

Called responsive teaching,
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this

teaching-learning environment
approach in which the
the present

favors a constructivist

first consideration of the teacher is

level of understanding,

each child brings to the lesson.
understanding of

76).

and ability

Achieving this degree of

individual students

multi-year learning environment

interest,

is more possible

(Zahorik & Dichanz,

in a

1994,

This view echoes the position of other educational

researchers.
works with the

Again citing Milburn's

study:

“A teacher who

same group for two or more years

is also in a

better position to evaluate each youngster's cognitive
progress and to prevent
repetition of

fragmentation or unnecessary

instruction”

(1981,

513).

Such individualizing of curriculum as needed is
a bonus of the extra time together that

seen as

looping provides:

"We're always talking about individualizing
instruction,” observes Bredekamp (Director of
NAEYC) .
“But you can't individualize instruction
until you know the individuals.”
Through multi¬
year programs teachers come to know their students
in a deep way, she contends.
(Checkley, 1995, 3)
Such a depth of understanding can impact a variety of
aspects of the classroom organization and planning,

as

attested by teachers with looping experience:
At the beginning of the second year, the children
and teacher immediately get into where they left
off last spring.
As far as the curriculum is
concerned we're (the teachers) able to spread
certain themes over a longer period of time,
allowing each child opportunities to build
conceptual knowledge and develop attitudes and
behavior for maximum learning. . . .We're able to
help children carry over information and make
connections because we know what concepts and
skills our children have to build on.
(Mazzuchi &
Brooks, 1992, 64)
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This deeper knowledge of children impacts areas of
assessment,

too.

through looping,
able

Children come to be evaluated differently
as “the classroom teacher,

therefore,

is

to see children in ways that go beyond labels and

descriptions applied at particular moments
development,
(Leichter,

for example,

1980,

Current

by reports

in their

from previous teachers”

368).

literature further supports

its direct benefit to the home-school

looping in terms of

connection.

Again,

the German model provides an example of the closer
bond that can develop between home and school:
multiyear group is nested in a small,

neighborhood school

and parents are actively involved in the
--which is usually the case

Closer to home,

sentiment,
allows

life of the

Vermont

(Zahorik & Dichanz,

1994,

teachers echo this

acknowledging that the two-year cycle of

looping

for stronger communication and building of trust

between home and school:
parents whose children are

“We have much greater support
in the second year.

are more comfortable with us.

1992,

61).

Then,

The parents

(Mazzuchi

should any problems arise,

stronger partnership should help a solution to be
more effective,

from

They know our philosophy of

education and how it applies to their children”
Brooks,

school

in Germany--the effects of the

family-like group are compounded”
75-76) .

“When

this

found in a

amicable manner:

The class teacher and the children get to know
each other very well and it is this teacher who
becomes the school's closest link with the parents
of that class.
When problems arise, the strong
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&

child/teacher/parent bond helps all involved work
things through instead of handing the problem to
someone else.
(Barnes, 1991, 53)
For younger children,
aspect of the

especially,

another positive

looping program has been witnessed by both

parents and teachers.

The customary tension or anxiety as a

new school year begins appears to be abated in the
familiarity inherent
(Hanson,

1995;

in a looped organizational plan

Jacoby,

Teachers report,

1994).
also,

that this

used by the teacher and students
environment together.

At

familiarity can be

in building their learning

the close of the

teacher pointed out that the students were

first year,

one

instrumental

in

assisting in organizing for their second year together as an
instructional unit:
Children have a large role in establishing rules
and routines, in setting up the room in the fall
and choosing themes or topics to research and
study.
This sense of ownership makes a big
difference in their attitude and motivation. . . .
Their self-confidence is high when they feel a
part of a safe, familiar group.
From a teacher's
point of view, knowing the individual students'
interests, strengths, and level of achievement
makes the beginning of the second year go very
smoothly.
(Feeher, 1994, 5)
The benefits of the extra time that
however,

are not

found only at the elementary level.

example of a successful middle school
found in West Bloomfield,

Minnesota,

not a controlled study,

An

looping program can be
where a multi-year

placement program was piloted in 1993.

this

looping provides,

Although this was

Principal Esther Peterson described

initial program as highly successful:
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Selected students (self-nominated) entering grade
six were placed with the same two core teachers
for mathematics/science and language arts/social
studies from grade 6 through grade 8. . . . She
(the principal) expected the program to improve
student attendance, increase student involvement
in school activities, raise students' grade-point
averages, and increase parents' interest in their
children's education--and her expectations were
realized.
The program has been expanded in
response to student, parent, and staff interest.
(Burke, 1996, 361)

At

the primary grades

in particular,

however,

there

is

another key area to consider in terms of possible advantages
from looping.

This area is the potential benefit

from

looping that could occur in regard to the high-stake
decisions

(i.e.,

retention in grade or the

referral/placement
program),
levels.

in a remedial or special education

that are often associated with these early grade
Looping tends to recognize children's differences

in learning styles and pace

in that

it offers a longer

period of time with the same teacher to accommodate these
differences more naturally within the regular classroom
setting.

As

such,

classroom teachers
spring.

looping may help resolve the dilemma some
face regarding students'

Research on issues of

retention in grade

progress every

school readiness and

substantiate that these are valid

concerns that could be addressed through looping.
raise questions about how often it

Studies

is the youngest children

of a class who are retained and show that unwarranted
referral or retention may be detrimental to a child.
Repeated studies

show that there is no achievement benefit
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in retaining a child in kindergarten or first grade,

and,

regardless of how carefully an extra year is presented to
the child,
Smith,

the child pays an emotional cost

1986,

78-86).

(Shepard &

As these experts on retention point

out:
The results of research on the effects of
retention have been made explicit.
That is,
controlled studies show with very few exceptions,
that children who have been retained for a second
year in grade are not better off than initially
equivalent children who have been promoted.
This
is true whether the outcome is achievement or
adjustment and whether the reason for retention
was low academic performance or immaturity.
(Shepard & Smith, 1986, 82)
Current

studies continue to reiterate the

findings of

earlier research regarding the value of retention in grade.
In a thesis

for an MS degree from California State

University,

Jill Setencich examined the

long-term effects of

retention of children in kindergarten and grade one
relation to academic achievement,
and in relation to self-esteem,

36

as measured by the CTBS,

as measured by the

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory
sample was relatively small,

in

(SEI).

students,

Although the
the results

supported the hypothesis that retained pupils would attain
lower academic achievement

scores and have

than those who had been promoted.
that

The conclusion was drawn

retention is not a viable alternative

experiencing difficulty in school
Equally negative results were
doctoral

study that points out the

lower self-esteem

for students'

(Sentencich,

1993).

found in a recent
long-term detrimental

effects of experiencing a second year in kindergarten,
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essentially a retention,

in a study of an extra-year

kindergarten program's academic and behavioral outcomes.
This

investigation compared 152

eighth grade

from 1984

children in kindergarten to

to 1993

(44 girls and 108 boys),

matching students on the basis of gender,
background,

and attendance.

Results

ethnic

indicated that

who had been part of the two-year program
the needs of children “not ready”

age,

students

(designed to meet

for kindergarten)

performed more poorly 36% of the time and never at grade
level on an equivalent basis with the comparison students.
In addition,

children who participated in the two-year

program required more referrals
showed poorer grades

for special

for behavior.

study indicated that participants
kindergarten program were most

services and

Other results of this
in the two-year

likely to be boys born in the

second half of the calendar year and that Hispanic children
were over represented
that

(Robinson-Stark,

1994).

To any degree

looping may offer an alternative to retention and

mitigate these results,

it appears to be worthy of

serious

consideration.
However,
(Grant,

Johnson & Richardson,

regarding the
special

in terms of these “high stake decisions”
1996,

137),

a caution

identification of a child with possible

learning needs should be made.

Although a looped

situation may provide a stronger learning environment
child who is experiencing difficulty,
there will be children in the looping classroom
who need more than a little extra time; they have
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for a

learning disabilities that are not necessarily
obvious, and that will require special services.
The fact that a multiyear teacher is able to delay
a high-stakes decision like retention should not
prevent him or her from doing the kind of ongoing
assessment and evaluation of students that would
catch a potential learning disability.
(Grant,
Johnson & Richardson, 1996, 113)
The
be

teacher's

obligation to each

diminished or postponed
To

this

literature

point,

has

most

in a

of what

given a positive

consideration of permanence
this

discussion of

mention of

this

issue,

be

parents may raise

under

setting.

have

shared

endorsement

in group or

the

child should not

to

from the
the

looping.

be

However,

complete without

implementation of multiyear

literature

is

relatively silent

effects

have

not

is

every teacher

an excellent

been

legitimate

in our American

one,

concerns

remain with a poor teacher

administrators

and

regarding children who
for

a

two-year cycle

looping.
While parents agree that there are benefits in
having their children with a strong teacher for
more than a single year, they abhor the thought of
exposing their children to two or more successive
years of contact with a weak teacher .
.
. any
general policy of cycling would pose too great a
risk for their children in this respect.
(Goodlad
& Anderson, 1987, 67)
Writing more

disadvantage
efforts

of

on

considered.

education

to

I

some potentially negative

Recognizing that

may have

to

Although the

noted and must

system of

looped

looping would not

any drawbacks

placements.

individual

recently,

looping

Vann views

in this way:

this

same

“Despite

the

to match teaching styles with children's
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best

learning

styles,

there will always be mismatches.

mismatches
child”

Continuing those

for a second year is unfair to both teacher and

(1997,

41).

These thoughts echo similar concerns raised by Barnes,
another expert on permanence in group,
review.

Recognizing that there are some poor teachers

our public schools,
that

who offers a mixed
in

that personality clashes may occur,

a poor relationship should be

and

limited not extended,

Barnes does

look upon multiyear placements as a challenge to

educators.

He also sees that knowing a teacher will work

with a student beyond a single year is an incentive to solve
any problems,
teacher

(1980,

including self-improvement on the part of the
333).

In a world that tends to undermine every human
permanence, the commitment of teacher to children
and children to teacher during the vital middle
years of childhood builds confidence in the human
capacity to undertake, to sustain, and to deepen
human relationships altogether.
And this, surely,
has a great deal to do with one's basic confidence
in life, not to mention the fact that the
continuing class teacher has the opportunity to
form a relationship with the children's parents
over the years, which is, in itself, invaluable.
(Barnes, 1980, 333)
Other authors

look for a silver lining regarding the

accountability issue and the poorer teacher in a looped
setting:
As for weak teachers, the existence of persisting
groups of students and teachers may have a
valuable stimulus for quality control.
Schools in
which students and teacher shifts are common may
tolerate inadequate teachers. . . . Incompetence,
like thinly spread peanut butter will be divided
equally.
However, .
.
. persistently exposed to
its incompetence will be distributed in awkward
lumps.
Such unevenness will make it necessary
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--and politically possible--to stress consistently
good quality throughout the faculty. .
.
. There
is no place to hide dead wood.
This spur for
teacher quality would be an attractive bonus.
(Wynn & Walberg, 1994, 530)
Can conflicts
parents
seems

in a

that

some

School programs

flexibility
not

looped setting?

inevitable

time.

occur among teachers,

relatively

free

the

exceptions.

With more
found

as

schools

in current

Part

of

the

to

success;

ideas

one

the

the

a

and

to be

be made

1995,

on

just

because

6) .

reports

regarding
does

it

considered by elementary
their teaching/learning

this

question

looping program might

attitude

of

is

participants

that

of

lies

have.
is

the
As

crucial

an openness

challenges

in

accept

the

literature

speaks

of beginning multi-year
among

of

to new

to

programs with volunteers--volunteers
parents,

Although

what potential

improve

such attitude

and a willingness

Repeatedly,

journals,

to

to

and build

looping

than unfavorable

answer to

implementation plan that
changes,

(Checkley,

to be

for ways

from time

programs.

shows

it

student-teacher conflict.

work”

favorable

looking

with most

this

“policy shouldn't

an alternative

situation?

arise

Don't prohibit multi-year programs

they sometimes may not

offer

recognize

literature

According to Bredekamp,

looping

conflicts will

need to

from major

and

In human relationships,

into multi-year placement

obstacle-free,

students,

change.

teachers,

students:

Looping allows teachers and administrators to move
into a change that produces a minimum of fear,
anxiety, and frustration, not only for children,
but for parents and themselves.
... It involves
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a philosophical change but not a major school
restructuring. . . . Making a change that works
tends to boost teachers' confidence.
(Grant &
Johnson, 1994, 35)
In reality,
the
in

role

of

multi-year placements

teachers

shaping the

course

actually can expand

and empower them to be
of

students'

a greater

force

learning.

Traditionally, teachers have viewed their roles
from a narrow perspective.
Elementary school
teachers appear to define themselves by the grade
they teach, while secondary school teachers are
likely to identify with the discipline or subject
they teach.
Each year, teachers meet new groups
of students . . . then pass them on to the next
grade and teacher.
Thus teachers pass the baton
to the next runner, but they do not run the full
race.
(Newberg, 1995, 714)
Theodore

Sizer,

believes

the

head of

the

Coalition of Essential

Schools,

following:

If teachers take responsibility for more than
their “piece” of the puzzle--if they can see
beyond the walls of their classrooms and move
toward becoming generalist--then kids will
improve.
The key issue for educators then is not
one of greater efficiency but one of more caring
for children as individuals.
This ethic demands
that educators expand their professional selfimage beyond the narrow, traditional view of the
teacher's role.
(Newberg, 1995, 715)
Could looping offer one way to give
ownership

for more

Quite possibly,
reflect

one of

Foundation's
ingredient
it

all

of

a

student's

as patterns

report:

“We

school

findings

concluded that

an effective

(Boyer,

entire

of persistent

the key research

together--is best

'connection'”

*

of

teachers

school--the

1995,

14).
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journey?

grouping
of

the

one

idea

seem to

Carnegie

the most

described by the

greater

essential

that

simple word

holds

CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE
This
this

chapter will

provide

research project.

design,

the project

will

data
of

was

be

teacher,

the

overall

the

for

taken

schools

classroom teachers.

examination of

to

as

These

data

combination of

data,

four different

teachers

Massachusetts

of

research

two parallel

means

of

it

traditional
it

on-site

are

observations

of

four

and by

Through this

looping

which occurred concurrently,

nature

and

was

surveying teachers

“portraits”

sites

in

phase

(40

of

the
in

respondents)
a

of

central

quantitative

distribution of

109

in

supported and

The parallel

questionnaire.

level

study is

interviews

descriptive

study,

through a wider geographical

grade

both considered as

collection.

and their

the

an option

the

based on

interviews

drawn.

as

Primarily,
is

of

looping offered a

to

collection,

could be

involved

for this

consider

researcher's

of

the

aspects

from the perspective

related documents,

secondary means

be

a mixed

and quantitative

design,

alternative

in nature,

enhanced by the

this was

approach

restructuring efforts.

qualitative

As

question was whether

progressions

design of

employed to answer the major question

Namely,

sufficiently viable

their

data.

a mixed-methods

study.

the

addressed.

collection were

the

of

both qualitative

Given that
project

summary of

Of particular emphasis will

collection and analysis
methods

a

STUDY

In this

chapter,

selecting this

dual

methodology used

I

will

describe my rationale

approach and detail

the

for

specific

in each phase.

Rationale
Basically,

this

specific perspective
accommodate
the

a

research study

is

in regard to

school's

looping model.

classroom teacher,

implementation.
necessary to
adequately,
obtain

the

directly
the

insights.

that

to

important,

It

their natural

of

this

settings was

research project.

lead the

because

the
it

It

integral

is

the

conducted at

qualitative paradigm is
inquiry

leads

rich description will

research

is

they who

looping.

part

of

interviews,

sites,

an appropriate

one phase

provide
Again,

choice,

Thus,

details
the

because

to rich description.

In this

be needed to organize

the
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fact,

analysis.

the

looping.

firsthand

in

four personal

are

Going to

them

from these
school

that

teachers'

and observe

an

for describing the phenomenon of

of

in the

investigation and subsequent

information obtained

interviews,

type

is

the best method to

“reality is

involved

4).

information

looping classroom

After all,

interview teachers

in

the

is

1994,

to

in

detailed

selected as

individuals

(Creswell,

the

a

reorganizing to

key role

involved with this phenomenon of

schools

that

the

reality of

interview was

constructed by the

perspective

who plays

convey the

share

That perspective belongs

In order to obtain the

teachers'

situation”

a

designed to

this

case,

findings

for

each

school

take

the
In

site

into

“portraits” of

reader on “visits” within their
terms

of

establishing a

qualitative paradigm,
case

well:

unique

“The most

strengths

of

and

phenomenon”
can be

Again,
teachers

as

appropriate
approach.

searches

this

39).

This

this

study is

is

of

is

in which to ground this

the

case

of

the

as

stated,

looping.

regarding the

qualitative paradigm

framework of

interacts with that
as

is

focused on elementary classroom

individual perspectives

overall

the

argument

because,

special phenomenon here

for the

researcher
4),

stress

for a deeper

research project,

the

the

the

lived experiences

1995,

high value placed on personal

1994,

to

state

is

the

study's major

Assumptions under this paradigm support

selection
the

selecting

the value

that

looping,

one

is

will

sites.

field

assumes

& Rossman,

this

and their

phenomenon of

that

and that

(Marshall

study,

for

that

this paradigm for research that

the participants'

applied to

in this

rationale

compelling argument

setting,

understanding of

school

experts within the

exploratory or descriptive,
context

each teacher

the

study,

interaction.

because

of

“The

being researched”

in the personal

its

(Creswell,

interview phase

of

study.
The

pilot

original

project

I

idea

for this

had completed as part

qualitative

research taken at

the

fall

1996,

the

“do-ability”

of

research study came

of

this pilot

of

a

course

UMass-Amherst.
project

a qualitative
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on

Conducted

enabled me

study of

from a

to

looping.

in

assess
Through

that

study,

recently

I

visited a

initiated a

sixth grade.
I

became

my mind
its

schools

the

a

as:

concept

an option

program as

Was
Were

this
the

of

time?

about

What
for

of

questions

and process

This pilot

site

“typical”

formed

in

looping and

strengths

study raised such

of

teacher

looping

Was

of

similar to
looping

teachers who have been
years?

the

and weaknesses

other teachers who were

several

of

option.

for restructuring elementary

perceived by this

experiences

had

fifth and

an organizational

series

for greater success.

experience?

classes

looping as

experience,

in regard to

questions

that

interview and classroom observations,

familiar with

efficacy as

elementary school

looping program between the

Based on

From this

rural

the

the
for the

first

looping with

their perspective

the

same

or different?
To

answer

such questions,

variety of

first-hand experiences with

adequate

sufficient

to give

drew upon the

a

questionnaire.

balanced,
This

in

89

teachers

of
to

to

nation.

that

but
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study,
to use

supplemented,
the

interviews.

hand delivering and/or

classroom teachers,

Drawing

the

deciding also

of

would

study

strengthen

findings

from across Massachusetts

around the

this

questionnaire

consisted of

questionnaires

looping,

locations

the

and corroborated the

survey of

mailing

Therefore,

looping,

quantitative paradigm,
Thus,

to me

as planned would offer a

any findings

credibility.

I

sites

clear

at

be

school

was

interviews

not

four

it

and

experienced

from numerous

from quantitative

research,

this

systematic gathering of

information through a

questionnaire occurred concurrently as a parallel phase of
the

study.
From the data gathered in both phases,

emerged regarding teachers'

perceptions of

overall mixed-methods design has value,

common themes
looping.

Such an

as

there is growing acknowledgment that complex
social phenomena can usefully be understood by
looking at them both quantitatively and
qualitatively. . . . Mixing methods can enhance
the research purposes of corroborating,

elaborating,

developing,

or initiating

understandings of social phenomena.
Wilson, 1994, 315-316)

(Rossman &

Site Selection and Sampling
Sites

selected for the interview phase of this research

project were determined on the basis of three criteria:
Involvement

in a looping endeavor

long-standing program),
in a research project,

level of

(either initial attempt or
interest

and geographic

than a 35-40 mile radius

in participating

location

from my home).

(no further

Through membership

in an informal group of teachers who shared a common
interest

in looping,

four different
met

the researcher identified teachers

school districts

the aforementioned criteria.

in central Massachusetts who
Of the

implementing looping for the first time,

four,

two were

while the other two

had acquired several years of experience with looping,
having completed two or more cycles.
just beginning looping,
isolated endeavor.

In the two schools

this practice represented an

At the schools where teachers had

greater experience with looping,
113

in

this process of teacher

rotation was a common,

school-wide option.

among participants and districts,

This contrast

coupled with information

obtained through my incidental observations during interview
visits,

formed the basis

for the descriptive “portraits” at

each looping site--portraits that reflected the perceptions
of the participants.
As
it was

for the size of the sample for the
small,

interview phase,

but each teacher/classroom situation proved to

be rich in data.

Thus,

for the purposes of this

study,

four

teachers was an adequate number from whom to obtain data.
From conversations with the building administrators and
these teachers,

it

should be noted that each of the

appeared to be vested in the

looping program,

four

each one

having either volunteered for or requested participation in
a looped environment.

“In-depth information from a small

number of people can be very valuable,
cases are
the

information-rich”

(Patton,

especially if the

1990,

184) .

This was

situation in this research project.
Sampling for the survey portion of this research

project presented more of a challenge
potential participants.

in identifying

With little written in the

literature on the subject of

looping,

a search of the

literature did not provide a readily-available pool of
teachers with experience
be

in looping.

A solution proved to

in using a snowball sampling technique to identity

potential participants through known participants.
drew on networking through the

Again,

informal group of “looping”
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I

teachers,

as well as on any information obtained from

professional acquaintances and from professional

journals.

Based on these contacts,

a questionnaire was hand-delivered

or mailed

to 89

(the majority)

teachers.

This number

included several out-of-state contacts whose responses made
the survey data richer.
Site Access
As with site selection,
of

access for the

the study was not difficult.

Basically,

interview phase
it

involved my

returning to the sites

for which initial contact regarding

looping had been made,

either in the spring or fall of

1996

when I was working on the pilot and other related projects
Because each interview site involved a return visit,
permission at the

superintendent's

formal

level was not required,

but permission was secured through the administrator at the
building level.

Participation was voluntary for the

interview,

found both the administrators and the

and I

teachers at

these schools were actually anxious to share

their experiences regarding looping.
observation,

looping programs,
and with different

site.

four sites were selected from the central

Massachusetts area.

program,

This was a personal

but one that was true at each school

Specifically,

Currently,

focused

These rural/suburban schools

with teachers at different grade

features
levels

levels of experience with looping.

each of the teachers was

involved with a looping

with two being in their first year of a looping

cycle and two having more experience with a looping program.

115

At each site,
consent

the teacher being interviewed gave her formal

in line with the University's Human Subjects Review

Policy.

(See Appendices B and C.)

Selection of these particular sites was a blending of
typical case sampling and criterion sampling.

“In

describing a program or its participants to people not
familiar with the program it can be helpful to provide a
qualitative profile of one or more
1990,

173).

phenomenon,
judgment,

Since

cases”

(Patton,

looping is a relatively unknown

this type of

the

'typical'

sampling is

justified.

In my

four sites described here fit the description

of “typical. "
In order to allow for the anonymity of the
participants,

pseudonyms have been used for the schools and

were also used for the teachers
For,

as

Punch has stated,

involved in this

study.

“Conventional practice and ethical

codes espouse the view that various

safeguards

should

protect the privacy and identity of research subjects”
(Denzin & Lincoln,

1994,

92).

In terms of finding a larger number of participants to
respond to the questionnaire,
I

I began by using the networks

had established through many years as a

teacher/administrator in central Massachusetts.

Through

membership in professional organizations such as the
Massachusetts Elementary Principals Association

(MESPA),

Partnership for the Advancement of Math & Science
and the Alliance

for Education
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(Worcester-based

(PALMS),

collaborative),

I had personal

links to many school

principals and superintendents.
ready access
teachers.

This enabled me to gain

for distribution of the questionnaires to key

For these schools,

permission was received in

person or over the phone to distribute the questionnaires.
However,

most questionnaires were mailed to potential

participants along with a cover letter to explain my
research project.

(See Appendices B and E.)

participation was voluntary,

Again,

with the return of the survey

being indicative of the teacher's agreement to be a part of
the

study.
As the purpose of the questionnaire was to support or

negate

information shared in the

focus

interview,

was made to distribute the survey widely.

an attempt

The questionnaire

also offered the opportunity to expand the research base and
to include urban sites as well as
Massachusetts.

Here,

too,

sites well beyond

networking was an asset.

PALMS Higher Education Conference,

At a

I met a professor of a

small private college who was very familiar with looping.
In turn,

she introduced me to Barbara Hanson.

Hanson discuss her article
shared a list of teachers

(1996)

with me,

Not only did

but

she also

from across the United States who

had contacted her regarding the article.

Along with names

of other teachers or schools that had been mentioned in
looping articles or other personal contacts,

I

mailing list of potential survey participants.
questionnaires were sent,

formed a
Thus,

under a snowball technique,
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to

schools and teachers

in both urban and rural

Massachusetts as well as
California,

Ohio,

in New York,

and Connecticut.

sites

in

Pennsylvania,

In all,

Florida,

a total of

57

questionnaires were distributed initially in June of

1997,

with an additional 32

in the

fall of

questionnaires mailed to sites

1997.

Data Collection Techniques
The
was

the

Interviews.

The primary form of data collection

focused interview.

Therefore,

data collection began

with personal contact with the participants.

Following the

introductory telephone calls to each teacher,

I made an

initial visit to each of the

four school sites.

The purpose

of this visit was to arrange a mutually convenient time
the

for

interview and to share with each participant the

interview guide

I would be using.

this

interview guide,

come

from the pilot
The

as well as

study.

Much of the basis

for

for the questionnaire had

(See Appendices B and D.)

interview guide was open-ended in nature,

allowing

the participants the opportunity to express themselves
on each topic.

This

follow-up questions.
study,

format also allowed for appropriate
It

should be noted that

described previously,

and resource base

questionnaire

interview guide

and the objective questions

(quantitative phase).

interview guide,

the pilot

was very useful as a backdrop

in developing the

(qualitative phase)

fully

for the

In terms of the

although the questions were developed well

in advance and shared with the participants ahead of time,
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the actual questions used in each interview varied slightly.
This flexibility was necessary and typical,

because “in

qualitative studies the questions are under continual review
and reformulation”

(Creswell,

1994,

71) .

each is found in Appendices D and E,

The full text of

but the following

paragraph lists the general areas of interest and general
questions to be answered through the mixed-methods approach.
Based on the pilot study as well as readings,

each

question listed here marks an area about which I was
interested in gathering more information:
1.

What motivated you/your school to consider looping?

What investigation(s)
looping “fit”
2.

led to this decision?

in the overall picture of your school?

How was the looping program initiated?

describe the planning process,
development,

staff,

Can you

including any professional

selection of participants,

administration,
3.

Where does

students,

the involvement of

and parents?

As the class looped from one year to the next,

was that transition process like?

What differences,

what

if any,

did you note from a traditional closing of the year and
subsequent opening of the next?
4.

How would you describe the looping experience in

that critical second year?
note on planning,
connection?

What impact,

curriculum,

discipline,

if any,

did you

the home-school

Did you see any observable benefits or

drawbacks to students who looped in terms of academic
performance,

social/emotional growth?
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5.

Were there any impacts specific to particular

student populations such as special education students,
at-risk,

or gifted/talented?

such as retention,

Were any high stake decisions,

mitigated by looping?

be more developmentally appropriate
6.

the

Were you able to

(primary grades)?

What do you as the teacher perceive to be the

advantages and disadvantages of a looping program?

Did you

feel more accountable for your students and their academic
progress in a looped setting?
looping again?
7.

If so,

Would you be interested in

would you do anything differently?

Was the administrative support you received during

the looping experience adequate?

Would you suggest any

different or expanded role for your building administrator?
“If I were the principal,
8.

I would

.

.

.

regarding looping."

What do you see as the future of looping in your

school/district?
With a plan of sharing the information from the
interviews as “portraits” of each teacher/site,

it was also

important for me to supplement the interview information
with data about each school setting.

Therefore,

for each

site visit made for the purpose of conducting a teacher
interview,

I spoke with the administrator or other faculty

members during the visitations.

This was also a time for

making general observations regarding the physical
appearance of the school,
school,

the atmosphere present in each

the bulletin boards/displays that were visible,

the

interactions of students/teachers as well as interactions
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among personnel and among staff and visitors,
available,

materials

and the general organization of the classrooms.

These observations helped supply some of the descriptions
that would later bring the reader into each school setting.
Thus,
collection.

observation became a secondary method of data
Adler and Adler support this as a strong choice

for a secondary means of data collection in that “where the
future of observation shines more brightly is in the use of
this technique as an integrated rather than a primary
method”

(1994,

389).

Again,

data from these incidental

observations proved useful in building the descriptive
narrative that is an integral part of the portraits to be
drawn of the four sites in the qualitative portion of this
study.

After all,

“the purpose of the description is to

take the reader into the setting.

The data do not include

judgments about whether what occurred was good or bad,
appropriate or inappropriate.
what occurred”

(Patton,

1990,

.

.

.

The data simply describe

31).

In addition to these informal observations,
in notes made during and after each site visit,

documented
another

supplementary source of data collection was used at each
interview site.

This source was archival in nature,

drawing

from formal documents produced at the local level by
participating schools

(i.e.,

progress reports to School

Committees or School Councils or surveys of parents).
sources,

although useful,

proved to be limited.
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These

The Questionnaire.

To add credibility to this

small

study and to ascertain whether the experiences of the
teachers

interviewed were

portion of this

study

indeed typical,

(quantitative

the

around the nation,

involved the

literally from

who had experience with looping.

order to be able to correlate any findings,
the questionnaire

second major

in nature)

distribution of a questionnaire to teachers,

interview guide.

recognizing that respondents would be more

In

the substance of

itself was constructed to be as

content as possible to the

four

similar in

However,

in

likely to

complete a questionnaire that was not time-consuming,

I

designed the questionnaire with objective responses.
Included also was an optional opportunity to include
narrative comments and/or explanations of responses by
participants.

Use of a questionnaire

was

because it allowed the results of this

important,

to be quantified,
for the

in objective

strengthening the study.

format
survey

(See Appendix E

full text of the questionnaire and Appendices F,

G,

and H for charting/graphic representations of the exact
results.)
Distribution of the questionnaires was done
mail,

largely by

but many surveys were hand-delivered to teachers or to

schools known to have

looping programs.

distribution of these questionnaires was
busy time

for teachers,

less than the

The

initial

in June of

1997,

making percentages of returns much

90-100% return for which I had hoped.

making in-person distributions,
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I had hoped that

By

I would

a

receive a very favorable and timely response rate.
not necessarily the case,

and a redistribution of

questionnaires to some of the same
new sites,

was made

proved effective,
of

This was

in the fall.

sites,

as well as

some

A double-distribution

as the overall response rate was 45%

(40

89) .

Data Management
As

there were significant amounts of data from various

sources regarding different participants/sites,
critical

it was of

importance for me to handle the management portion

of the study in a highly organized,
through the careful,

efficient manner.

systematic handling of the data can the

integrity of the research be ensured,

for “it

is no

exaggeration to say that these data are priceless.
unique.

Only

The exact observations you have made,

They are

the exact

words people have spoken in the interviews--these can never
be recaptured in precisely the same way”
380).

Therefore,

of all

site visits,

the person(s)
As

recorded,

in regard to the interviews,
recording dates,

with whom I

for the

(Patton,

times,

during the

interviews themselves,

then transcribed.

(are)

(Patton,

I

took notes
a fact that

Use of the tape recorder

interviews was of critical

qualitative analysis”

and notation on

each one was tape

In addition,

in the analysis process.

“verbatim transcriptions

I kept a log

spoke.

during the conversation with each teacher,
helped me

1990,

importance

the essential
1990,
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379).

in that

raw data for
In a similar

manner,

notes regarding on-site observations were made and

logged,

using a journal-style format.

organized into four accounts,

one

Included with transcriptions of

These data were then

for each interview site.

interviews and observation

records were photocopies of any pertinent archival
documents,
reports.

i.e.,

parent

surveys and School Committee

(See Appendices

I

In terms of the survey,

and J.)
a separate notebook was kept

for the returned questionnaires,
and whether the
logged.

I

noting the date of return

information contained therein had been

also made an attempt to code returns by

teacher/school

site.

This coding was used only to help me

in tracking responses and to determine the need for a
personal

follow-up visit to collect the questionnaire when

necessary.

This

system did not prove as valuable as

initially thought

it would be.

I had

It appeared that teachers

who responded did so immediately upon receipt of the
questionnaire.

If this were not the case,

reminders were not
However,

call-backs and

sufficient to encourage prompt responses.

other than this tracking system for participation,

respondents to the questionnaire enjoyed the
anonymity as did the teachers who were
In the case of the questionnaires,

same

level of

interviewed.
as many as possible

were hand-delivered initially in order to ensure a higher
response rate and to ensure clarity of the directions to
complete the survey.

Those that were not delivered in

person were mailed as a follow-up to a telephone
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conversation or were mailed along with a personal note.
weeks were allowed for the return of these surveys.
included stamped,

addressed envelopes.

information,

end of the

I

Despite numerous

phone calls and return visits to several
this

Two

sites to retrieve

distribution of the survey so close to the

school year made the collection more difficult.

For each questionnaire actually returned,
responses were logged,
computer.

item by item,

survey

then entered into a

The results were compiled into a data base,

the responses

with

for each item then graphed to show a pictorial

representation of the results.

(See Appendix G.)

Data Analysis
The
The

focused interview was the major source of data.

information obtained through that process and the

findings drawn from that
the analysis.
and archival)

source will be the primary focus of

Data from secondary sources
was used to enhance the

for the quantitative aspects of this

(observational

interview data.
study,

As

data from the

teacher questionnaires was used to support or question any
findings of

this research regarding looping.

In terms of organizing/analyzing the data,
important

to keep in mind the way in which the

would eventually be shared.
the

findings

in the

interview site),
any findings

form of

As

I

found it

findings

I planned to relate many of

four narratives

(one per

the process would also entail corroborating

from the surveys and interspersing that

information with data from the

interviews.
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The approach I

followed,
was

which I called creating narrative “portraits,”

similar to the process recommended by Patton in regard

to the construction of a case study.
basic

He spoke to three

steps:
Step 1:

Assemble

The raw case data.

These data consist of all the information
collected about the person or program for
which a case study is to be written.
Step 2:

Construct a

(optional)

case record.

This is a condensation of the raw case data
organizing, classifying, and editing the
raw data into a manageable and accessible
package.

Step 3:

Write a

case

study narrative.

The case study is a readable, descriptive
picture of a person or program making
accessible to the reader all the
information necessary to understand that
person or program.
The case study is
presented either chronologically for
thematically . . . presenting a holistic
portrayal of a person or program.
(1990,
3 88)
Therefore,

in this

section,

I will

share first

analysis process undertaken for interpreting the
data.
as

Then,

the

interview

I will devote a section to the interpretation

it relates to the

information obtained through the

questionnaires.
Analysis of

Interview Data.

collected and compiled as

Once the data were

indicated,

I began the process of

analysis and interpretation by seeking common themes that
emerged.

In order to accomplish this significant task in

the research process,
the

interviews

I began by listening to the tapes of

several times and by reading and rereading

the data to conceptualize the possibilities,
themes to emerge as naturally as possible.
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allowing any
This

initial

process of analysis,

called coding,

of categorizing and sorting data.
shorthand devices to label,
data”

(Emerson,

organization,
it

1983,

“was simply the process
Codes then serve as

separate,

111).

compile,

and organize

In terms of technical

I noted each designated category and assigned

a code color.

transcriptions,

Then,

throughout the documents,

and observation journals,

I used the various

colors assigned to categories to note any key remarks or
observations with different

shades of post-it notes.

selected a color-coding plan,

because a similar plan had

worked successfully for me in the pilot
this project was based.
thorough,

as “codes

coding becomes the

means of developing the analysis”
Recognizing,

too,

(Emerson,

fundamental

1983,

112).

the “qualitative research is

endlessly creative and interpretive”

(Denzin & Lincoln,

I have tried to work from this

common themes,

By

link between the data collection and

its conceptual rendering,

14),

serve to summarize,

and sort many observations made of the data.

providing the pivotal

1994,

study upon which

This entire process was a slow,

and thoughtful one,

synthesize,

I

framework of

derived from the primary and secondary means

of data collection used in this
preconceived notions as possible

study,

with as

few

intervening in regard to

the outcomes.
Although every researcher brings to his or her
research general preconceptions founded in
expertise, theory, method, and experience, the
researcher [needs to] look at the data from as
many vantage points as possible.
At this point,
the rule for the researcher to follow is:
study
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At

your emerging data.

first,

the data may appear

to be a mass of confusing, unrelated accounts.
But by studying and coding . . . the researcher
begins to create order.
(Emerson, 1983, 114)
Essentially,

as anticipated,

the themes that emerged

represented key ideas regarding looping as
questions of the

interviews and survey.

qualitative data comes

introduced in the

“Focus

in analyzing

from the evaluation research

questions generated at the very beginning of the
process,

during the conceptual,

the study”

(Patton,

1990,

375).

inquiry

question-focusing phase of
For example,

one valuable

aspect of the analysis was the comparison/contrast of
responses of
those

interviewees who had looping experience with

for whom it represented a new challenge;

the

differences were minimal.
As stated previously,
used each school

interviews,

I

site visit as an opportunity to observe

within each general school
the

at the time of the

setting in order to supplement

information obtained through the actual

found that waiting in the school

interviews.

I

foyer or administrative

office to meet with each interviewee proved to be an
interesting experience and offered a rich observation
source.

The

interactions observed between

administrator/teacher,

teacher/teacher,

adult/child,

and

parent/teacher or administrator showed my experienced eye a
great deal about the climate of each school and about
unwritten philosophy.

its

Observations also included notes

made regarding the physical plant
community in which each school was
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I

itself and the kind-oflocated.

The usefulness of this additional data came in the
credibility it could add to the analysis of the
The

information obtained through these

findings.

incidental

observations made at each school helped to document the
themes that had emerged during the interviews.

This was

true whether or not all of my observations appeared to agree
with the

information provided by the participants:

The fact that observational data produce different
results than the interview data does not mean that
either or both kinds of data are invalid ... it
means that different kinds of data have captured
different things and so the analyst attempts to
understand the reasons for the differences.
(Patton, 1990, 467)
Within qualitative research,

a major paradigm of this

such triangulation was necessary for validity,

due to the

human nature of the work.

After all,

the great

fundamental weakness of

strength and the

qualitative

inquiry and analysis”

“the human factor is

(Patton,

Another part of the analysis,

study,

1990,

372).

although minor,

that

added to the triangulation of sources was that of any
documents regarding looping that were produced in the
individual
themes,

schools.

These were scrutinized for these

using the coding method described previously.

Documents so examined included a parent
the end of the

first year of the

Wolverly School,

survey completed at

loop by parents at

the

a similar survey completed by parents whose

children looped at the Resloh School,
School

same

Committee at the Apple School.

and a report

to the

“Validating

information obtained through interviews by checking program
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documents and other written evidence
what

interview respondents report”

Some

samples of this

I

.

.

.

can corroborate

(Patton,

1990,

467)

information are included in Appendices

and J.
Analysis of Survey Data.

The major purpose of

including a quantitative element to the design of this
was

to strengthen the

refute the

interview piece--to substantiate or to

findings that were based on that

teachers who looped with their classes.

small

sample of

In treating the

interviewees as “typical” of those teachers who are
in classroom settings
important

study

involved

featuring permanence in group,

it was

to verify their perceptions by sampling a wider

group of teachers through distribution of the questionnaire.
As
the

interviewees represented suburban/rural

school districts,

survey was also a way of broadening the demographics of

the population upon whom the findings would be drawn.
Thus,

as

in the gathering of data by multiple means,

there was a triangulation of data sources and findings.
“Triangulation is a process by which the researcher can
guard against the accusation that a study's
simply an artifact of a single method,
single

investigator's biases,”

case of the

a single source,
1990,

470).

or a

In the

interviews and the responses to the

questionnaires,
obtained,

(Patton,

findings are

I

compared and contrasted the

information

seeking similarities and differences around those

common themes.

The qualitative methods of this

strengthened by this procedure,
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study were

as triangulating data

sources means “comparing and cross-checking the consistency
of

information derived at different times and by different

means”

(Patton,

1990,

467).

Due to the objective nature of the responses,

actual

analysis of the data from the questionnaires was a less
complex task than that
interviews.

I

represented by the analysis of the

initiated this process by tallying the

responses to each of the

forty returned questionnaires,

going question-by-question,

and using the same rating scale

for the tallies as was presented on the survey itself.
the tallies completed for each question,

these

individual

totals were then converted to percentages of response.
this way,
was

In

it was clear at a glance what the response trend

for each question

divided).

With

These

(positive,

negative,

neutral,

or

figures provided a type of gauge as to how

these different teachers,

in total,

perceived their looping

experiences.
As the questions

for the survey tract had been closely

aligned with those of the

interview guide,

I now tried to

match these responses to the major themes that had emerged
from the

interview data.

I

found a fairly close correlation

among all of the practitioners and their perceptions of
their looping experiences.

There did not appear to be a

pattern among the responses

in terms of geographic location,

grade

setting.

level,
As

survey,

or urban/rural

for comments,

which were an optional part of the

they were combined on a separate sheet.
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I used them

as part of the analysis to substantiate a viewpoint or to
offer a differing opinion as appropriate.
instances,

these comments added insight

perception of
Role of
It

In many

into the teacher's

issues related to looping.

the Researcher
is essential to examine the role of the researcher

in a project of this nature,

for

qualitative research is interpretive research.
As
such, the biases, values, and judgment of the
researcher become stated explicitly in the
research report. . . . Include statements about
past experiences of the researcher that provide
familiarity with the topic, the setting, or the
informants.
These experiences will likely shape
the interpretation of the report.
(Creswell,
1994, 147)
In terms of the human factor in this particular
project,

as the researcher,

personal

commitment

interest

in both the subject matter and subjects being

studied.

I brought to the process a deep

to complete the work and a personal

For the past two years,

limited investigations of
research for a course
the pilot project.

I have been involved in

looping--first as part of

I was teaching and,

friendships as well.
was

most recently,

Through these endeavors,

number of professional acquaintances,

some
for

I have made a

and renewed some old

One special opportunity came when I

invited to join an informal network of

looping

enthusiasts that was organized by the principal of the
Resloh School.

As “the nub of qualitative research--and its

claim to validity--lies

in the

intense involvement between

researcher and subject”

(Krueger,
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1988,

40),

this high level

of

interest and long-term involvement on my part as

researcher served to strengthen the study.
However,
personal

one caution should be raised in regard to this

involvement with the subject

participants;
success of

itself and the

that caution is a personal bias toward the

looping endeavors.

Due to the positive

experiences with several of the participants and with
observations of

looping made to date,

I

admit a bias toward

the potential that this organizational plan may have
creating a positive
students.

impact on some elementary school

Therefore,

interviews,

as

I made school visits,

analyzed data,

expressed my findings.

tried to

in my views or

struggle,

disclose and confront my subjectivity in this
as

I

Although total

objectivity has represented a personal

attempt to deal with it,

conducted

and wrote this report,

continually check my work for possible bias
in the way I

for

I do

study in an

is recommended by Peshkin:

I hold the view that subjectivity operates during
the entire research process (Peshkin, 1982b).
The
point I argue here is that researchers . . .
should systematically identify their subjectivity
throughout the course of their research.
When
researchers observe themselves . . . they learn
about the particular subset of personal qualities
that contact with their research phenomenon have
released.
These qualities have the capacity to
filter, skew, shape, block, transform, construe,
and misconstrue what transpires from the outset of
a research project to its culmination in a written
statement.
(1988, 171)
Ethical Considerations
When pondering any ethical considerations
research study,

involved in a

the overall guiding principle must be to
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ensure protection from any possible harm to all of the
participants,

who are owed,

objective reporting.
with the teachers'
the

at the very least,

In this

study,

perceptions of

importance of this principle

Evaluation Laws:

that reporting deals

looping.

Patton shares

in quoting from Halcom's

“The evaluator's

scientific observation is

some person's real-life experience.

Respect

must precede respect

(Patton,

In this

study,

for the

“Because the objects of

them.

former”

for the
1990,

latter

143).

interviewing was one of the primary

methods of data collection.

beings,

accurate,

As Fontana and Frey point out:

inquiry in interviewing are human

extreme care must be taken to avoid any harm to
Traditional ethical concerns have revolved around the

topics of

informed consent

protection from harm”
believe that

.

.

.

(Denzin & Lincoln,

sufficient

.

372).

I do recognize,

that having met all participants
looping,

1994,

.

.

and

I

safeguards were taken to ensure that

these considerations were met.

“network” about

right to privacy

and,

in an informal

in one case,

however,
setting to

had an

administrator-teacher relationship with one of these
teachers,

put an extra burden on me to be open-minded and

objective

in the

As

interview process.

Fontana and Frey point out

problematic

issue stems

further,

from the degree of

“Another
involvement on

the part of the researcher with the group under study”
(Fontana & Frey,

1994,

372).

Having acknowledged this

association up front helped me to keep these relationships
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in mind and to maintain a professional posture throughout
the

interview process.
However,

given the comfort

participants and me,
the researcher,

level between the

one other caution should be noted.

I had to resist,

as well as

temptation to interject my own thoughts
and to hold fairly strictly to the

I

could,

into the

As

the

interview

interview guide.

A

strong attempt was made to keep the objective distance
necessary in the interview process,

as “the purpose of an

interview in qualitative research is to find out what's
someone's mind,
1987,

134).

for “the

not to put things

in their mind”

in

(Maguire,

Fontana and Frey echo this view when they call

interviewer to play a neutral role,

never

interjecting his or her opinions of the respondent's
answers”

(1994,

364).

Given the respect that

I hold for

these teachers and their opinions regarding looping,

I

believe these personal connections actually strengthened my
ability to be

focused and open to the participants'

during these one-on-one conversations.

After all,

views
collegial

relationships and objective research should never be
mutually exclusive.
In this overall discussion of ethical considerations,
one additional dilemma,
sites and political

specific to two of the

in nature,

interview

should be mentioned here.

both the Apple Center and Wolverly schools,

the

looping

program is new and is being operated on a trial basis.
each community,

the school committees are reviewing the
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In

In

programs,

seeking

programs
future

have

of

of

schools,
that

I

that
all

I

instances,

in these

.

.

.

aware

of

Although each
schools

former principal

(1994,

scope

I

these

of

of

these

interpersonal
research

two

extra

time

In both

and both

and energy into

their respective

in high esteem within

found myself

“there

'political'

the project.

looping at
held

the

conflicting obligations

it

is

apparent

to make

and “cheerleader”

in qualitative

At

teacher-initiated,

deal

is

Punch states,

83).

the

regarding

essentially

likely self-imposed,

starting teachers,
Recognition of

the

and communities,

As

As

any possible

implementing

a pressure,

typical

of

a great

feel
a

warn us

the projects were

organizing and

respective

schools.

have within the

have put

schools.

seeking recommendations

field research”

was

might

teachers

had and

looping

are voices
nature

information regarding any successes

it

that

for their

connections

is

they

succeed.

of many other

rooting

their

self-

success.

fairly

in that

all field investigations which penetrate the
rational appearances of the public front of a
setting, which involve relations of trust with the
individuals there to obtain a truthful,
empathetic, valid, and reliable understanding of
the actions occurring there, will inevitably
involve complicated personal feelings between the
observer and the members.
(Emerson, 1983, 210)

Again,

I

had to

to maintain as
At
results

these
of

strive,

particularly at

much objectivity as
sites,

this

too,

project

research project was

I

these

two

possible.

had to be very aware

might

schools,

be used.

of

how the

Although the

conducted with the permission of
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each

school

district,

school

authorities.

any

judgments

beyond the
final
be

it was

about

actual

was

of

the

form of

the public

domain,

Having considered all
elements,

Punch,

who

should

stop

dimensions
by all

said:

I

I

and reflect
of what

means,

but

Trustworthiness
Basically,

would add that

this

the

the

“an

results.

...

be pleased to

data

to

involved.

advice

and

of

and ethical

experience.

this

(1994,

Just

do

it

95) .

research project

with assurances

of

its

design,

analysis.

was

particularly
As

Fontana

researchers

was

trustworthiness

triangulation that

an

integral

in the

data

and Frey point

are using multi-

achieve broader and often better

In triangulating,

several

methods

373)

to

add trustworthiness

this

research

study.

investment

that

and

to

first”

design of

increasing number of

method approaches

it

Study

mixed-methods

collection and the
out,

about

will

before you go you

on the political

demonstrated through the
of

will

As

these possible political

think a bit

developed carefully,

part

I

The

dissertation,

the participants

of

you are

of

looping.

felt prepared to heed the

“But

to make

organization

of

the

not

researcher and the public.

share my findings with any of

ethical

school

of my analysis

in the

supported by

therefore,

either teacher or

research report,

be part

careful,

findings

the property of

will

I

in no way requested or

in different

a

combinations”
to

a

study;

In addition,
I

had

researcher may use

this

was

the personal

in this project
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(Punch,

1994,

the

case

commitment

offered

further

in

assurance that the process as well as the product of this
study would be sound.
this work,

When examining the trustworthiness of

the concerns

considerations

I expressed under ethical

(regarding the personal connections

with some of the participants)
weakness of the project.

proved to be a strength not a

Although speaking to unstructured

rather than structured interviewing,
wisely to the

Fontana and Frey point

importance of the relationship between the

interviewer and the
process:

I had

interviewee in adding integrity to the

“Because the goal of unstructured interviewing is

understanding,

it becomes paramount

establish rapport”

(Punch,

1994,

for the researcher to

367).

As

interviewing was

the primary means of data collection in this
establishing rapport was,

therefore,

study,

not an issue

The selected methodology spoke also to the
the process

in that

four different

for me.

integrity of

sites were selected for

primary data collection through the focused interview.
These

interviews were then supported by a wider survey of

teachers at a variety of
In addition,

sites through the questionnaire.

for data collection through the

information was

interviews,

any

supported by a double-check through on-site

observations and document analysis.

As Charmaz points out,

qualitative researchers “take their work beyond the confines
of one topic,

setting,

or issue

.

.

.

they make systematic

efforts to check and refine emerging categories”
111) .

This was the case in this
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study.

(1983,

A final point concerning the trustworthiness of
research should be made
work and the
size,

in regard to the limitations of the

issue of generalizability.

and scope of this project,

should be made

from its

qualitative methods

no generalizations can or

findings.

is the small

Due to the nature,

A “common concern about
sample size usually

involved and the impossibility of generalizing”
1990,

486).

Despite this concern,

substantive data was
teachers'

might

(Patton,

I believe that enough

found to draw a clear portrait of

perceptions regarding looping.

believe that

this

Furthermore,

these portraits are typical enough that they

spark an interest

in the educational community

regarding the potential that

looping may have as an

organizational alternative.

“Extrapolations are modest

speculations on the

likely applicability of

other situations under similar,
conditions.

.

.

.

but not

findings to

identical,

Extrapolations can be particularly useful

when based on information-rich samples and designs”
1990,

489).

I

I hope that

this

(Patton,

study has produced such useful

results.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
Introduction
The goal of this

study was to explore each teacher's

perceptions of the phenomenon of

looping and its viability

as a successful restructuring alternative.
interviews,

Through focused

supported chiefly by data from a widely

distributed questionnaire,

common themes emerged.

These

findings point to a number of positive aspects of the
looping experience

shared by the participants.

the teachers with whom I

spoke at

The views of

length are corroborated

not only by the survey data but by secondary means of data
collection as well.

These means

included on-site

observations and examination of any related documents that
were available.
As reported by classroom teachers,
this

study were that

looping,

major findings of

as a multiyear placement,

helped to foster a strong sense of the classroom as a
community of

learners.

Over time,

teachers believed that

looping gave them a broader view of each learner and the
curriculum--a stronger knowledge of what came before and
after in the child's development and sequence of
Along these same

lines,

teachers

learning.

found solid gains

in the

affective domain in regard to social and emotional growth.
In general,

both the teachers

interviewed and those who

responded to the survey attested to substantial growth made

in the areas of cooperation and caring.

Students who were

shy “blossomed,” and the at-risk functioned less marginally.
In another affective area,

teachers overwhelmingly

reported that “summer anxiety” was greatly diminished in the
middle of the
surveys,

looping cycle.

teachers

In both interviews and

stated that parents reported that

students

were happier and less anxious knowing that they were
returning to the same teacher and classmates
In further regard to parents,
emphasized in the

in September.

another major finding

interviews and supported solidly in the

survey responses was the strengthening of the home school
link in a looped classroom environment.

Communication and

cooperation between teachers and parents was enhanced across
the two-year period,
with parents

with teachers'

reporting a partnership

in fostering the development of each student.

Parental voice in the decision to loop was another common
finding,

with the majority of teachers reporting parental

choice as an option in looping endeavors.
Finally,

another positive outcome of this

study was

found in the reaction of the participants to their being
included in a formal research project.

Each teacher

interviewed was very pleased and proud to have been invited
to be a part of this small

study,

and each expressed

gratitude

in being able to share their experience with

looping.

Even in the questionnaire responses,

that

the teachers

felt

it was clear

isolated in the classroom and were
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grateful

for even this

small opportunity to express their

views regarding their practice.
Beyond these common positive findings,

the study showed

a few differences held in common by the teachers who were
interviewed and supported by the survey respondents.
perceived differences occurred in the reason(s)
the program of looping was

initiated,

factors varying among sites.
was

for which

with motivating

Another area in which there

little consensus among participants was around the

impact

looping had regarding matters of discipline and

classroom management

issues.

Some teachers believed that

students became too “familiar” through looping,
undermining the teacher's authority.
the

Major

thus

Others believed that

stronger student/teacher bond created by looping

enhanced classroom management and eliminated discipline
issues.
One additional area of difference centered on the
relation of multiyear placements and the matter of retention
in grade.

Here,

this

mitigating factor.
traditions of the

study found that

Instead,

looping was not a

the general philosophy and

school was the most

significant

factor in

whether the teacher considered retention as an option.
To support these major findings,
bring the reader into each of the
meet

each teacher.

I will attempt

four school

to

settings to

Although many experiences were held in

common through looping,
unique to the teacher,

each site offered an experience
class,

school,
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and community.

By

bringing the reader to each site through these portraits,
hope the

findings of the study will be made more clear,

convincing,

and more interesting.

the portraits will be notations
which will
For this

I

more

Interjected throughout

from the questionnaires

supplement and corroborate the interview results.

study,

vantage point.

the perspective of the teacher was the
As the teacher was the unit of analysis,

it

is the perceptions of the teacher that are reflected in the
findings.

Following these descriptions,

I will

share a

separate analysis of each parallel phase of the study--the
interview and the survey.
The teacher participants and their respective schools
are as

follows:

Resloh School,

Maria at Wolverly Elementary,
Eileen at the Valley School,

Claire at

the

and Brenda at

the Apple Center School.
Maria's Story
The Wolverly Elementary School Site.
Elementary School
Massachusetts.

is

Wolverly

located in a suburban area of Central

The town is only moderately commercialized,

with a limited number of

small businesses operating along a

major highway that traverses the town.

It could be

characterized as basically a blue-collar community,
there

is a segment of professional people who live

areas of town in homes that are relatively upscale.
school district
the one town,

is an independent K-12

system,

but
in small
The

representing

that has not regionalized with the exception

of providing an option for vocational education for its

143

secondary students.
Massachusetts

schools,

constraints of
legislation,
to support

Given the economic situation for all
now operating under the

local tax levy limits under Proposition 2

the town has done relatively well

its

fiscal

school

in continuing

system in an adequate manner.

Wolverly Elementary School houses grades

3-5

actually a converted junior high school building.
building was constructed in the 1960s,
maintained as a physical plant.

line every hallway,

now,

in the rows of

straight and free of
Although it has been

for younger children for several years

it appears that the junior high building itself has

permeated the culture of the school,
less

The

Upon entering the building,

typical elementary school decorations.
operating as a school

and is

but has been well-

the old “junior high atmosphere” is prevalent
lockers that

1/2

inviting,

displays
there.

too,

as the school

less obviously child-oriented,

less evidence of the types of

is

less warm,

and

learning that occur

If there is a mission statement or school philosophy

that has been articulated,

it was not observable to the

casual visitor.
Judging from my observations during my visits to
schedule and conduct the
completing a grade 4-5

interview with Maria,

loop,

the teacher

the faculty of Wolverly

Elementary could be described as a basically veteran staff
that

is

fairly traditional

in their educational outlook.

There were apparently many on staff who worked 8-2:30,
was met by many of them as they rushed to the main exit
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as
as

I
I

entered the school at the dismissal hour.

Curiously,

this

was the only school I visited at which there was not an
opportunity to meet and talk with the building administrator
regarding the looping program.
during the interview,

Judging by Maria's comments

this lack of administrative

availability appeared indicative,

also,

of the low level of

involvement/support that this principal offered Maria's
looping initiative.
In contrast to the general building and some of the
other classrooms into which I peeked in heading upstairs to
Maria's fifth grade area,

her classroom was very cheerful

and seemed “alive with learning,” judging from the evidence
of the many interesting projects across the curriculum that
comprised the displays and “works in progress” around the
room.

Everything,

organized,

too,

was creative yet neat and well-

making it clear that Maria was an enthusiastic,

dedicated teacher.

However,

the impression was clear,

too,

that this looping endeavor was indeed an isolated effort.
From my general observations and casual comments from Maria,
I got the impression that this teacher was very much on her
own--a kind of island in a sea of traditionalism.
Although I found all of the interviewees and school
sites very interesting,

I had a higher level of interest and

concern regarding the looping program at the Wolverly
School,
efforts.

because Maria appeared to be so alone in her
Based on comments from Maria regarding the lack of

interest and support from both administrators and fellow
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teachers,

looping at Wolverly appeared to be even more of an

isolated endeavor than found at any of the other interview
sites.

This teacher,

Maria,

had started the program under

her own initiative as a fourth grade teacher and had found a
receptive teacher in grade five with whom to partner.
According to Maria,

she'd received an initial “green light”

from the building principal and the superintendent,
their level of
was

support had not been strong.

Therefore,

it

she who had made the presentation to the School

Committee

for their approval,

and she who had made all

contacts with parents regarding this option.
the

but

summer

(1996)

Thus,

during

between her fourth and fifth grade

her partner accepted an administrative post
school district,

Then,

leaving Maria quite alone

loop,

in another
in this endeavor.

I was anxious to renew this acquaintance and to find

out how both Maria and the looping program had fared.
In talking with Maria and in visiting her classroom,
was evident to my experienced eyes and ears that
dedicated,

enthusiastic teacher,

strong learning environment
involved students
classroom,
students'

she was a

who focused on creating a

for her students and who truly

in their learning.

Her well-organized

with its multiple displays of a wide variety of
work and ongoing projects,

to detail and use of different
meet

it

learner needs.

first week of June

spoke to her attention

strategies and materials to

In meeting with her after school
(1997),

it was clear that

she was

maximizing all of her learning time with students.
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that

There

was no sense here that school
program)

(along with a two-year

was drawing to a close or that she or the students

had taken on a “vacation mode.”

Instead,

she was continuing

interesting projects across the curriculum and was
continuing her pattern of spending many extra hours beyond
the school day in her classroom.

(This pattern appeared to

be in direct contrast to her colleagues,
basically “alone” in the building.

as we were

Actually,

I had met many

of Maria's colleagues on my way into the building--it had
been like a salmon swimming upstream in entering the
building as the teachers exited the main door while the last
bus filled with students leaving from a side entrance!)
Maria's Looping Experience.
about her looping experience,

Maria was very upbeat

acknowledging that it would be

very difficult for her and the students to say “goodbye” in
two weeks.

(In addition to leaving Maria after two years,

these students will leave this school,

as the sixth grade is

part of this system's junior high program.)
loss of her original partner,

In spite of the

Maria said that she was very

pleased with the overall experience of looping and would now
return to grade four as originally planned.
the looping pilot,
continued.

without that partner,

Undeterred,

Unfortunately,

would not be

Maria was still looking for another

teacher interested in looping and had apparently found a
colleague,
interested.

new to the school system,

who appeared

Maria's hope was to try looping again at the
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grade three-four level so that

she could compare looping for

before and after effects among grades three,
In terms of the

looping itself,

of positive comments,

four,

and five.

Maria shared a number

one of which focused on the

opportunity initiating this program had given her to grow
professionally--"I

can't be stagnant!”

This was evident as

she recapped her initial efforts to implement the program.
Under her own initiative and based on articles she'd read in
the

local newspaper about

looping in a neighboring community

(actually at the Resloh School),
with that

she had arranged a meeting

school's principal to discuss the looping option.

Based on that meeting and other journal articles and
internet resources she'd found,
grade colleague with her ideas.
to the principal,

Maria approached her fifth
Convincing him,

then to the superintendent,

to the School Committee

they went

and eventually

for support of this pilot.

School Council was not

involved but was

plan.

Maria wrote to and met with

Given approval,

parents of the students

all

informed of the

in her then fourth grade about

remaining as an instructional unit
Initially,

The

into grade

27 responded “yes,” but,

five.

by September,

actually 25 of the 27 returned.
Traditional vs.

Looped -

Community Building.

found a number of major differences

in being involved in a

looping program as compared to remaining at
level,

as under a traditional grade

important difference Maria noted was
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Maria

the same grade

level organization.
in the close of the

One

fourth grade year:
long vacation.”

“It didn't

feel

like the end,

but

just a

She said there was more preparation for her

regarding planning for the new school year that

summer,

but

Maria also found that the task was not daunting in that

she

felt

she could grow with her students as the curriculum

spiraled.

She stated,

help them look back.”
connections
that

.

I

could

(Experts support this type of

in learning

[Falk,

1996,

24].)

Maria also noted

“I was able to see the students as they

progress
'bloomed'

I would have missed out on all those phrases we,

teachers,
'I

because

but with looping she got to see the students'

over time:
.

loved this part,

teachers don't always get to see the benefit of their

work,

.

“I

long to hear,

like math now.'”

such as,

'Oh,

I

Maria also reported that

particularly in the beginning of the

it

second year,

typical administrative chores/tasks.
in Maria's words,

finally get

as

it!'

or

saved time,
around

Looping also offered,

“more freedom within the curriculum.”

She

referred to being able to individualize instruction based on
knowing student

strengths/weaknesses,

instruction easier especially in math,

making remedial
and not

finding it

necessary to start with chapter one for every subject

in

September!
The

following comments

from two teachers who responded

to the questionnaire substantiate Maria's view of the
extended time with her class.

“I have given the children

the gift of time of another year in my classroom and I have
marveled at the growth over a two year period.”
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I believe my students and I had two very
successful years together (grades 1 and 2), but it
would be difficult to “prove” that academically
they were better off.
I do feel we were able to
accomplish more of the curriculum and do far many
more enrichment activities (such as plays) because
we were a closer and very cooperative group.
Another positive that Maria cited in terms of the
learning situation under looping was the “sense of
community” that developed within the class.

Cooperative

groups were more easily formed and reformed,

as

basically got along so well.

Even beyond the classroom,

Maria noted how well these students

intermingled.

watched their playground associations,
that

students

too,

(She had

and observed

they were not “cliquey” and did swap groups

frequently--a typical “fickleness” of this age group.)
Student Reactions.

According to Maria,

student

responses to looping could be seen in a number of areas.
terms of discipline and classroom management
found that,
“chatty”

issues,

In

Maria

although the first week in September was

(Maria called it “old home week"),

continue as the year progressed.

this did not

In general,

she noted a

strengthening of the teacher-student bond with increased
respect and clear understanding of the “fine
respect and familiarity.
strengthened with a less

line” between

Rapport with families was also
formal approach to

communication/conferencing developing across the second
year.

Parents also echoed findings of other looping

programs
first

in reporting that their children suffered,

time since

first grade,

for the

no stomach aches or other
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manifestations of “back to school anxiety”--the

students

were very comfortable returning to their same teacher.
Again,

this response

95% of

the teachers responded that parents reported less

summer anxiety
year.

is corroborated by the

(regarding next grade)

(See Appendix F,

Table F-13,

survey in which

during the

looping

and Appendix G,

Question

13 .)
In regard to both the students

in general and the

specific populations within her “regular” class,
termed the

students'

Academically,

Maria

response to looping as “great.”

she could offer no “proof,” but

stated that

she had had an opportunity to observe her students
comparison to other fifth graders as all of the

in

fifth grade

classes regrouped homogeneously and switched teachers at
different times throughout the year just
several different trade books

for the study of

in literature.

Maria saw this

as a real “eye-opener” to the strong progress her students
had appeared to have made

in comparison to their classmates.

Maria saw her gifted/talented students as really standing
out,

particularly in the second year.

In her words,

“There

was a tier of

smart kids that was more pronounced in the

second year.

They also seemed to gravitate toward each

other more this year”
meeting their needs,

(second in the 4-5

students

In terms of

Maria found it no more or less

challenging than within a traditional
definite gains,

loop) .

however,

setting.

Maria saw

among her special education

for whom the stability and consistency of the
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environment
routine
of

is

is vital to progress:
so important

“They benefitted so much--

to them.”

According to Maria,

all

the students seemed more comfortable and showed stronger

self-esteem.

For the shy children,

to offer good benefits.
particular,

Speaking of one shy child in

Maria said she was a “different child now.”

Parent/Community Response.
program,

she again found looping

As part of this pilot

Maria was required by the School Committee to

return in the second year and report her findings regarding
the

implementation of the

for this report,
parents

looping program.

shared in the spring,

In preparation

Maria surveyed her

for their responses as well as preparing portfolios

and work samples of

students'

studies to share.

results were positive and well-received.
For example,

parents'

Again,

(See Appendix I.)

response to the question of whether

their child's attitude toward school and learning had
improved under looping,
had done just that.

100% of the parents agreed that

it

Parents also responded unanimously that

they would consider looping again for their child or a
sibling,

reflecting their other unanimous belief that their

individual needs were well met
comments

in the program.

These

seem to summarize the positive aspects of

looping

that many parents expressed:
I feel that the progress with his [my son's]
education has been great.
He is somewhat
shy/apprehensive and this [looping] gave him the
opportunity to not worry and really get into his
work.
We would definitely place him in a looping
program again if he had the same caliber teacher
as “Maria” as well as his being comfortable with
his classmates.
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few

From another parent,
The advantage of having the same teacher is that
she is very familiar with all her students, their
weaknesses and strengths: She would be able to
continue working with them from one year to
another.
I don't feel that there is a
disadvantage.
I also found it easier to discuss
my child with a teacher I felt comfortable with-comfortable with each other.
They started school
just like they left--all buddies and very familiar
with each other.
As

for the reaction of the School Committee,

were positive,
regard to the

they,

too,

with their only apparent reservation being in
lack of any formal testing

(pre/post)

to

document possible academic gains.
Next Steps.
Elementary,

As

for the future of

Maria was optimistic that,

looping at Wolverly
although this had

been an isolated endeavor that would not be replicated in
the next

school year,

future.

Personally,

date

looping would be tried again in the
she hoped to be

in a grade three-four loop.

of a regular option at Wolverly,

involved at a later

For looping to become more
Maria suggested an

endorsement by the Superintendent that would get the model
shared beyond the building and encourage more research,
visitations,

and professional development about

it.

In terms of advice for others considering reorganizing
for looping,

Maria suggested that

it was a “do-able” option

that didn't cost anything and didn't require a lot of
training.

She

indicated that

opportunity “to get a look at
students,

but might

ensure that adequate

suggest

looping offered the teacher an
forward progress” of his/her

long-range planning of a

support materials/supplies are
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loop to

available

for the

looping teacher.

What does

require of a teacher considering that option?

looping
In Maria's

words--"an open attitude toward change!"
Claire's Story
Resloh Elementary School Site.

Resloh Elementary is

located close to a major metropolitan area in the central
part of the state.

There are a number of commercial

enterprises,

shops,

the

like,

banks,

restaurants,

along its major roads.

Resloh School

is

located,

grocery stores,

and

The town in which the

basically in a suburb,

has

little

racial or ethnic diversity and could easily be described as
affluent.

Residents consist of many professional people,

both the young executives on the rise as well as the older
and more established people.

The town itself has seen a

tremendous amount of growth in the past decade or so,
the

The building itself,

a well-

maintained facility which now houses grades 2-5,

is very

old,

school

is overcrowded.

and

the main part of

it having been built

in 1910,

now with numerous additions through the years.
point,

combined

(At this

plans have been approved and are underway for the

construction of a new elementary school that will replace
this

facility and combine

another elementary school
crowded conditions

welcome.

in town.)

In spite of

from

its age and

(every nook and cranny is utilized for

some educational purpose),
warmth,

its population with students

the building exudes a genuine

with every visitor greeted with smiles and a sincere
All of the people who work here,
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administrators,

teachers,

secretary,

custodians,

were

friendly and appeared

happy to be here at the school and appeared to share a
strong work ethic.

Much of the atmosphere here seemed to

revolve around the principal,

a veteran administrator who

clearly loves his job and children!
staff,

he was most

definitely a warm,

Like the rest of his

friendly and welcoming to me.
caring,

He was

dedicated administrator whose

long hours and many years of service had been “making it
happen” at Resloh for a long time.
As part of a relatively affluent community and also
part of a well-funded,
district,

resources,

five-town,

K-12

regional

other than the aging,

were not an issue at Resloh.

crowded building

Although a formal vision

statement was not posted at the entry way,
children and the “community of

the

they seem to be an enthusiastic,

educational reform and a sincere
quality learning environment
The Principal's View.
the

seemed

In spite of appearing to

energetic team with current knowledge of the

about

importance of

learners” concept

prevalent here and truly “lived.”
be a veteran staff,

school

looping program,

interest

issues of

in creating a

for their students.
In speaking with the principal

an option that has been regularly

available at the upper grades

for about

five years now,

it

was clear that he willingly involved the parents as well as
the teachers

in any looping decisions.

His plan was to

offer it as a possibility for experienced teachers
three or four,

in grades

but only if it was agreeable to all parties.
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For example,

if more than three parents opted not

their child in the

loop,

then the

class was seen as a complete
purposes of
This

looping did not

to include

looping did not occur;

instructional unit,
seem to be able to be

the

or the
fulfilled.

joint decision regarding looping respects the role of

parents as partners

in students'

education.

looping being “right” for both parties

The

idea of

is echoed in the

comment of a teacher who responded to the survey with these
words:

“I

feel that when it

and student,

is an option for both teacher

it works very well."

This principal's dedication to making looping an
integral part of his school was extended to his offering
professional development opportunities to his
the

issue and then branching that work into an informal

group that met

from time to time throughout the year to

strategize and share
placements.
a part,

information regarding multiyear

This group,

of which I was privileged to become

has membership from interested teachers and

administrators

from around central Massachusetts.

from this group that
of

staff around

I made many contacts

(It was

for distribution

the questionnaire using a snowball technique.)
The circumstances

surrounding the

interview at the

Resloh School turned out to be less than ideal and appear to
account

for the

fact that the

“in-depth” than the others.
experience,

interview was

The teacher,

shorter and less

with looping

who had agreed originally to do the interview,

felt pressured by the close of the school year and her
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impending retirement.

Therefore,

declined to be interviewed.
the Resloh principal,

at the last minute,

In a very supportive gesture,

a longtime advocate of looping and

sympathetic to this research project,
replacement immediately.

offered to find a

Given that it was June,

was not as easy to fill as he anticipated.
however,
Claire,

also experienced in looping,

period with this researcher.

the role

He did manage,

to convince one of his veteran faculty,

volunteer,

she

named

to spend her planning

As a somewhat reluctant

this teacher's answers seemed to be more brief

and offered with less supporting detail than was the case in
the other interviews.
minute change,

Unfortunately,

also,

due to this last

Claire's was the only classroom in which I

did not observe or visit even briefly.
Claire's Looping Experience.

Claire's personal

experience with regard to looping had begun with a “bubble”
in the school's population that afforded her,

with the

encouragement of her principal and agreement of parents,

to

move with her class as a unit to the fourth grade.
Subsequently,
five years,
loop.

she had been involved with looping for about

with Resloh offering both a 3-4 loop and a 4-5

(It should be noted that the principal regularly

moves teachers among the grade levels,

a fact which may

account for the relative openness of this faculty to the
idea of changing a grade as is required of a looping
program.)

Claire also spoke to the high level of community

involvement in decisions to loop,
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with many informational

meetings held in conjunction with the PTO by the principal
for any interested parents.

In fact,

involved the Advisory Council,
presented to all parents

the principal had

and the idea also had been

in the

school prior to its

implementation as a regular option at Resloh.
commended the principal on his making parents
factor in the

looping decision,

formal

Claire
such a big

saying that “basically,

it

is up to the parents,” and it has been very well received by
them.
Looping Outcomes.
looping,

In terms of the benefit(s)

of

Claire's views echoed those of others with regard

to the saving of teaching time,

particularly in September.

She believed that up to two months of

instructional time was

saved during the second year of the loop,
need to take weeks to “get the

as there was no

feel” of the class as

teachers must do in a traditional configuration of grades.
When students returned that September,
work the

first day.”

to

Claire described the sensation as

being like they'd never left:
board,

they went “right

“The assignment was on the

and they just went to work without questions!”

(Obviously,

any classroom management

issues were absent,

somehow this remark made me wonder about the
involvement of the students

but

level of active

in this class and the number of

innovative versus traditional approaches that might be
used.)
The

sense of “readiness” that Claire observed was

shared by survey respondents with over 90%
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indicating that

their September with students was “richer.”
F,

Table F.2-16.)

expressed this

One teacher,

sentiment

(See Appendix

looping for the

first

time,

in this way:

Academically as well as socially I feel I will
make more gains with my class next year (second
half of loop) than I have in the past.
I feel
that I know the students and parents well and we
have a good relationship. . . . Expectations will
be understood and learning will start day one.
As

for the “link” between the looping years,

reported that

Claire

she had not made extensive summer assignments,

but had used it as an opportunity to require some summer
reading.

Claire noted,

very different,

too,

that the parting that June was

as the children seemed excited to know that

they would have her as their teacher again in September.
Claire noted that this same benefit had been found by
another teacher at Resloh who had looped recently.

That

teacher had asked her students to write down what they had
liked about

the two-year class.

Many students wrote about

how they were not worried about the next year,

knowing that

they would be back again with their same teacher.
Although Claire stated that she
for her looped students,
have known,

looping.

could do.

.

.

with paragraphs
sentences.”

because she knew what

they should

she also saw knowing them as one of the

advantages of
.

felt more accountable

In her words,

[For example,]
in writing,

“I knew what

they

we could start right away

because

I knew they already knew

This also enabled the class to “cover more

material”

from the curriculum.

students'

strengths and weaknesses,
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This extra knowledge of
as well as knowing the

parents better was
looping.

for Claire the “best thing” about

She also pointed out that having the parents know

her as a teacher and her expectations made them better able
to support their children's

learning,

especially in the

second year.
Looping's Future.

Claire saw the future of

continuing to be a strong option at Resloh.
previously,
program,

the principal here

round-table discussions
organized an informal
who are

As stated

is a strong advocate

and he continues to investigate

organizing this grade 2-5

school.

it as an option for

for his own faculty,

he has even

study/support group of

local educators

They have been

meeting occasionally across the school year,
to share

multiyear placements.
believed that
future

ideas/issues

With this

level of

looping would continue,

on a voluntary,

in regard to
interest,

Claire

but wondered about the

in that Resloh was slated for closure once a new K-5

elementary school,

already approved,

Although Claire gave

was built.

looping a positive review,

have a strong reservation about the program.
opinion,

she believed that

view was

shared by a parent

think two years of

students/teachers had grown
(This

from Maria's school who stated,

looping was enough.”)

She viewed this

as a drawback to multiyear placements and was
two-year loop was as

she did

In her

“tired” of one another by April of the second year.

“I

for the

Following a series of

involved in looping programs.

after-school basis,

looping as

sure that a

long a term together as a teaching-
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learning unit
however,

she

after eight
and

she

that

years

“liked

in grade

from third to

cautionary remark:
child,

was

to

“just

preparation
loop

to be

advice

do

it!”

Eileen's

to others

certain

to

this

see

looping program

extensive

extra

and September of
level,

she

the

Claire
that

said she'd

she

for

the

already

their

had really enjoyed the

to others

as

a

“doable”

Claire would say:

“It works

for

it!"

Story

distance

child-centered

are

it

a

anew each day."

“well-prepared

found that

Site.

school

Geographically situated at

from the

the Valley School,

facility that

for young children.

is posted and

clearly valued here,

a

Resloh and Wolverly Schools

a preK-3

an early childhood center,

statement

able

reminding herself

and recommended

considerable

as

are

the

new grade

and was

The Valley School

was

teachers

of

she

stretch,”

questionnaire who made

spite

but,

level,

Claire's

shared to

In

styles,”

try

loop was

alone,

initiating a

learning

so

Not

those

ready for the

Again,

grade

had gone--how much

to

students well

me,

all

next

and her possibilities

knew her

option.

kids

fourth.”

the

For herself,

had “been a good

she'd done between June

been apprehensive,

experience

to

“Not

her behaviors,

Claire's

the

an extended

respondent

the

three,

seeing where

reservation about
by a

could recommend.

found that moving to

they'd grown

degree

she

this

school's

lived within
and there
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is

is

truly a

Defining

itself

mission

its walls.

Children

literally an open-door

policy to

the parents

and community as partners

in

the

learning process.
The
areas

community itself

is

in both Massachusetts

very blue-collar
and development

another

suburb of metropolitan

and Rhode

in nature,

the

Island.

town has

in recent years

that

Originally

seen major growth

have

brought

community a greater number of professional people
of

large,

school

expensive,

district,

this

reorganization of
Valley School
the way

for

the

house

its

new homes.

growth contributed to
elementary buildings

only the

staff

to

outlook

and direction of

influenced by the
committed to

At
reflect

it

in terms

of

Again,

was very much

its principal,

the building

age.

the
It

itself

and,

in

school

a gentleman

appears

design

is

in the

still

built

which continues

Upon entering the

spite

to be

school,
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of

to
having

a “modern”

resources.

Even

“open education,”

very functional

classroom areas were
center,

era of

seems

is meticulously

is well-supplied with current

library/media
school.

its

had been built

The

paving

for young children and a

early 1970s,

defying

school's

needs.

school

the

shared decision-making.

in the

facility and

that made

and practices.

the philosophy lived there,

maintained,

the

leadership of

the Valley School,

been built

though

this

quality education

philosophy of

single-town
the

themselves

ideals

the

and areas

early childhood grades,

redefine

developmentally appropriate
the

Within this

into

for

its

current

literally around the
to be

there

is

the

hub of

a generous

the
foyer

area that

features numerous displays and messages that

convey the purpose and philosophy of the
Again,

although a bit more formal and “appearance-oriented”

than the Resloh School,
friendly with a staff
conversations)
The

institution.

the atmosphere here

is warm and

(judging from eaves-drop

that works cooperatively with each other.

faculty appears to be mixed in terms of age/experience

levels,

with its “veterans”

in their 40s than 50s.
of parent volunteers,

younger than typical,

In addition,

there was much evidence

flowing in and out,

variety of tasks throughout the day.
the casual observer that,

with more

to do a wide

It was clear even to

in this school,

children are

valued highly!
History of Looping at Valley School.
School,

the interviewee was Eileen,

At the Valley

a respected primary

grade teacher and life-long member of the community.
first met Eileen,
2

I had

presently midstream in her second grade

loop at the Valley School,

at one of the informal

sessions at the Resloh School.
multiyear programs,

looping

An outspoken proponent of

Eileen had expressed interest

looping study and had readily volunteered to be
regarding her experiences.

1-

in this

interviewed

(As things turned out,

it was

fortunate that Eileen was such a willing participant,

since,

due to “technical difficulties” with the tape recorder and
its operator,

this

interview was conducted three consecutive

times during a long after-school session in June!)
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Eileen began by sharing the interesting way in which
she and her colleagues had been introduced to the concept of
looping.

During the

1993-1994

school year,

school's defining itself as a preK-3,

as part of the

early childhood center

(fourth grades were moved to another building)

and in

developing their new philosophy/mission statement,
faculty,

under the guidance of the principal,

investigating multiage organizational plans.

the

began
In fact,

team from Valley School had visited the Scarborough,
schools

Maine,

in October of that year to observe a multiage

program in action.
interest

Fueled by this visit and the general

in related areas of professional development,

as developmentally appropriate practices,
reading,
span of

a

and process writing,

such

literature-based

they decided on the two-year

looping as a way to introduce

long-term placements

and as a sort of precursor to a multiage organizational
plan.

(During this same time period,

the principal had

shared with me that there had been considerable turn-over at
the central office level.

This “change in command”

had put

any further movement toward multiage groupings on hold,
looping continued as a viable option.)
careful

thought and planning,

informational
school year,

Therefore,

but

after much

including parental

sessions and permission,

during the

1993-1994

Eileen took her first graders on to second,

initiating her first

loop.

As the Valley School's experience

shows,

looping can be

used as a “preliminary program” in a journey toward a
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multiage plan.

From the west coast,

a San Diego teacher

shared a similar finding with these words:
our looping experience,
program for grades

we are now working on a multi-age

3-4-5."

Eileen's Looping Experience.
process,

In describing the

Eileen emphasized that the move was “not as much of

a grade change,
stated that
there

“As a result of

but

just a continuation of grade one.”

she felt a “lack of pressure” with looping,

seemed to be more time

for the transition,

for learning.

She
as

In making plans

she'd encouraged her students to be a

part of the process by encouraging them to share their
ideas.

Surprisingly,

very few things

she

found that they wanted to change

in terms of the way the room was organized,

seeming to seek the comfort of a familiar atmosphere.
Eileen maintained the majority of her center areas,
raising the

level of the work required.

emphasizing throughout
the

the

Thus,

just

Eileen kept

interview that the main focus of

looping program was and continued to be based on what

the children needed--this was the main driving force

in the

way she had organized the curriculum and instructional
strategies.
In terms of the second year,
very “comfortable.”

As the year had started with some new

additions to her class,
entrants to the grade
relationships,

Eileen described it as

necessitated by the numbers of new

level,

and as a way to renew

she spent some time

initially that September

in team-building activities that benefitted all as they
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worked together throughout the ensuing year.
evident

The trust

in the classroom had spilled over into stronger

home-school connections as well.

(Eileen took seriously the

high amount of trust and confidence parents had shown in her
by placing their children with her for the second year.)
speaking of this,
in looping.

I

inquired about

To this,

highly accountable

In

the accountability factor

Eileen replied that

for her students,

she always

but that

this particular school would mean that

felt

looping in

she would be

responsible for half of the total educational program for
these children in their primary grade years--something she
viewed as truly an “awesome responsibility!”
all

looping teachers

share Eileen's view.

However,

not

One teacher from

suburban Philadelphia responded to the same question this
way:

“Wow!

Extra pressure!”

Traditional v.

Looped.

In looking at any perceived

advantages/disadvantages of looping when compared to
traditional grade level configurations,
positive overview.

Although she stated that

draw any formal comparisons,
alternative

studies,

because

she did say that

wonderful gains made by her students
board.
that

in assessing her students,
and looking at

her reaction was,

she couldn't

she'd not done any
she had noticed
in all areas across the

In spite of a lack of empirical data,

portfolios,
time,

Eileen shared a

Eileen shared

chiefly through the use of

their individual growth over

“Wow!”

Much of this progress Eileen

generously attributed to the support and assistance
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she'd

received from her principal,

colleagues at the “new” grade

level,

and the parents who all managed to volunteer in the

class,

most of them on a regular basis.

The one drawback to

looping that Eileen cited was the mental preparation
necessary,

particularly in experiencing the shift back from

exiting second graders to incoming first graders;
found that transition difficult.

she had

(This was also mentioned

by Maria at Wolverly as something to which she was not
looking forward in September,

knowing that

graders would be so different

from the

incoming fourth

fifth graders

she was

passing to sixth.)
In the survey portion of this study,
was

this same concern

shared by an experienced teacher from a Waldorf

school

in Massachusetts who stated,

“The challenge of preparing a

new curriculum for a new age

level each year also poses a

great challenge.”
Future of Looping.
Valley School,

As

for the

it was clear that

be an option used by at

least

future of

looping at the

looping would continue to

some of the teachers there,

with the hope that eventually they might even move to a
multiage pilot.

These same sentiments were echoed by Lou,

another first grade teacher at Valley School,
spoke briefly.
community had of

with whom I

Lou spoke of the acceptance parents
looping and their expectation that

continue to be offered.
experiences with looping,

in the
it would

Lou also spoke about her specific
noting in particular her joy in

seeing the success one of her special education students,
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diagnosed as emotionally disturbed,
looping plan.

had made under the

“Change is significant for him,” she stated,

underscoring the stability that the looped environment had
offered.

Lou also remarked that she had seen looping as

much more work for the teacher,

particularly in dealing with

the high expectations parents had for the teacher in that
second year.

For that reason,

Lou saw looping as bringing

more responsibility/accountability,
taking.

but as a challenge worth

Lou further emphasized the importance of the

“voluntary” aspect of looping and the importance of
collegial support during transitions.

From her perspective,

the only “con” to looping was that some parents became “too
familiar,” believing that calls to the teacher at home on
any day or at any hour were “okay” in the second year.
Another View of Valley School.
with Ann,
School,

Curiously,

in talking

a “young veteran” teacher of grade one at Valley

but one who has not looped,

I learned that there may

be two “camps” at Valley in terms of viewing multiage and
looping practices.

Ann was definitely very pleased with her

traditional role as a “regular” grade one teacher.
words,

In her

“I have not spoken at length with any looping

teachers

(about the program),

with the right class.

but I guess it can be positive

Personally,

I like a fresh start.”

Other negatives Ann noted as to why she was not interested
personally in trying looping were that she was very
“comfortable” in grade one,

that there was too much

“pressure” from parents regarding their expectations of the
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teacher if

she

looped.

(Ann did not want to hurt

reputation she already enjoyed.)

Ann further admitted that

right now her young family was her top priority,
that

she viewed the grade change

extra work” for her right now.

the good

stating

for looping as “too much
(Observation:

This comment

left me wondering about Ann's

style compared to Eileen's.

When visiting Eileen's class,

students were working on

creating original Frog and Toad books,
strategy I did not observe
Ann,

on the other hand,

in place

an open-response

in Ann's classroom.

had inquired of a colleague,

who

happened to pop into her room while she was talking with me,
as to the whereabouts of the Frog & Toad video.

I wondered,

was this use of the video for comparison with the book,
was the video solely for entertainment?
curious comparison,
whether there

Again,

or

just a

but one that raises the question of

is a basic pedagogical difference here that

may or may not color each teacher's response to looping and
perhaps to other educational

initiatives as well.)

Ann's reaction to looping appears to reinforce the
voluntary aspect of
the best choice
loop,

however,

looping and the

for everyone.

idea that

it may not be

For those who did choose to

80% of those surveyed indicated readily that

they would loop again.

(See Appendix F,

Table F.2-31.)

Perhaps a middle school teacher from Connecticut expressed
this view the best with these words:
my teaching more enjoyable,

“It

(looping)

has made

establishing a long-term

relationship with my students.
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I would never go back!"

Brenda's Story
The Apple Center School Site.
included in this study,

Of the four school sites

the Apple Center School is the most

rural and the least affluent of all,

comprised of a majority

of working class citizens along with a more limited number
of professionals residing there.

However,

the community is

a typical New England small town in that all of its citizens
seem to know one another and want to be helpful neighbors.
As I had a previous personal experience at their school,
can speak first-hand to the type of community this is.

I
Most

townspeople have lived in the community all of their lives.
There is a spirit of cooperation among its people,
particularly as it relates to town events and projects,

and

it is still the kind of community in which it is not
necessary to lock one's doors.

It is no wonder then that

the local elementary school is part of the heart of the
community and the site of many community functions,
including town meetings.

Although the school is part of a

larger regional district,

the elementary school itself,

preK-grade 6,

is an independent entity,

the secondary level.
years),

Recently

regionalized only at

(during the last three

a major addition was made to the existing school

that included an entire refurbishing of the old building as
well.

Built with foresight,

this new facility should house

the growing population and meet many general town needs for
many years to come.

(The building had been so transformed

by this project that I did not recognize the interior,
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even

though I had been a part of this district
An excellent

job had been done,

too,

several years ago.

in blending the old and

the new so that every part of the building appeared to be
“new.")
One thing that had not changed,

however,

and friendly manner of all of the staff.
entering the building,

the warm,

was the warm

From the moment of

caring atmosphere and the

“down-to-earth” style of the people who worked there was
evident

in the

parents,

interactions observed among staff,

staff and outside workers,

and with me.

staff and
This

general atmosphere is also reflected in the high level of
cooperation among staff members and the

level of comfort

parents appeared to have in the school.
As

for the staff

itself,

there appears to be a good

variety in terms the age/experience of the

faculty.

although there are some very traditional and less
teachers,

innovative

there are also a number who exude energy,

enthusiasm,

and an interest and willingness to try different

instructional

strategies.

This variety appears to be

reflected throughout the school,
less clear than was
Valley School.
that

Thus,

making a common mission

found by comparison at Resloh or the

This may be a reflection also of the

fact

the principal here at Apple Center had been appointed

only recently and may still be defining that direction.
As

stated,

the principal was new to an administrative

role and had experience only with traditional grade-level
configurations.

However,

she was supportive of the concept
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of looping and willing to give Brenda the opportunity to
attempt a pilot project.

Although the principal had offered

this initial support and a “free hand” to Brenda in
organizing for looping,

Brenda did indicate that her

administrator's time and energy soon became focused on other
operational issues,

leaving the looping initiative in a

relatively isolated status within the school community.
at the Wolverly School,

in general,

As

the principal appeared

to be less involved with the looping program than at either
the Resloh or Valley School.
A Looping Pilot.
to meet with Brenda,

Here at the Apple School,

I had come

a teacher who was just completing a

pilot program in which she had looped with her class from
fifth to sixth grade.

Brenda,

a teacher with ten years of

experience at the grade five level,

had proposed the idea of

looping with her class in the spring of 1996.

She had first

learned about looping through her attendance at a
professional development workshop offered through a regional
consortium.

From this introduction,

she had found the idea

intriguing and had thought how well it might work for her
present class.

To Brenda,

looping was appealing for this

particular class in that this group,

who had a reputation

for being “difficult,” would be able to benefit from the
long-term relationship.

In her words,

It had taken me until April, I swear, to get to
know their learning styles and what they needed to
get them to work together.
So, I just thought, I
couldn't pass them along to sixth grade and let
their teacher take until April again with them, or
they'd be off to junior high with nothing.
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With this reasoning,

Brenda obtained the permission of her

principal and secured the cooperation of a sixth grade
partner.

At the principal's request,

Brenda and her sixth

grade partner presented their looping plan to the School
Committee.

With their subsequent approval of a two-year

pilot program

(there would be a follow-up report required of

participants to the Committee in each of the next two
years),

Brenda set up a meeting with her parents.

All of

them had opted to have their children remain with her into
sixth grade,

although one

sixth grade class
“male teacher.”

student was removed to the other

in September at the parents'

for a

Brenda agreed with this and used it as an

opportunity to say how important
aspect was to any success
Along this

request

same

line,

she believed the voluntary

in looping.
one other major “negative”

in

terms of relationships with parents was Brenda's description
of a situation in which the parent,
loop,

was disappointed,

have Brenda's
This,

although opting for the

because she had wanted her child to

looping partner as her sixth grade teacher.

of course,

was an impossibility since the partner had

gone to fifth as Brenda moved to sixth.

In Brenda's words:

One thing I did wrong about the parents, and will
be something I'd definitely do differently in the
future, is that if there is any negativity uttered
about the program at the start, then the child
should not be included in the program.
We were
really challenged by a parent this year who was
just determined not to be happy with anything we
did all year long. ... Of course, the child was
in the middle, but that was the only one. ... It
just reinforces that this must be voluntary.
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Brenda's Looping Experience.

In her description of the

transition from fifth to sixth grade,
positive.

In fact,

she shared a report

the School Committee
program.

Brenda was very
she had written for

in which she was evaluating the

In that document,

Brenda stated that

noticed right away some changes

looping

she had

in the close of the school

year in June--important changes that
differences attributable to looping.

she considered to be
In her words:

I began to notice the positive effects as early as
last May.
When the venture was confirmed, I
immediately noticed the absence of the usual
“separation anxiety.”
The class maintained a
higher level of attention even as the summer break
drew closer.
Usually, attention and enthusiasm
are a challenge to maintain the closer we get to
the end of the year.
This was not so.
We were
able to accomplish a great deal even as late as
four days before the end.
Increased productivity
and lessened anxiety were the first real
noticeable effects.
(See

full text of the report
At

the Apple School,

in the Appendix J.)

this smooth transition between

these grades appeared to be especially important,
entire
site

sixth grade

as the

spends a week in September at a seashore

for a special environmental education program.

Having

been part of the environmental week in previous years,
as

a chaperone,

her students as
to Brenda,

Brenda found that being able to accompany
their

teacher was very important.

from the standpoint of

journal-writing,
experiences,

According

science curriculum,

behavioral expectations,

to name a few examples,

the

and just
fact

that

shared
the group

had been together as an instructional unit to prepare
experience,

just

and follow-up this program made
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it very

for,

meaningful

for her and the students.

In fact,

she said much

of what they did became a reference point throughout
year.

the

Another piece of the transition was the summer

packets she prepared.

Although a few parents objected to

“too much homework” or to “summer assignments,” Brenda
regarded this piece of the loop as “just the kind of
maintenance we needed,” especially in math where she
commented that her students

just “flew” in September.

Note:

Summer assignments appear common to looping situations.
survey respondents,

Of

68% had used them as a way to bridge

between the looping years.

(See Appendix F,

Table B-12.)

Another aspect of the transition into the second year
that Brenda found very positive was around the issue of
expectations.
“They

One example she shared was about writing:

[the students]

didn't need to be trained at all as

as

the writers'

workshop,

of

their writing this year.

far

and we really got down to the meat
We saw some really incredible

things happen as a result of that.

(I

can attest to the

creativity and high quality of the poetry students had
written about

their environmental education week,

observed their writing during a classroom visit.)
teacher,

as

“As the

you didn't have to relearn what they could do as

students either.

You knew them so you could just pick up.”

Brenda noted that this knowledge was also beneficial
terms of

I had

individualizing the

second year.

in

instruction more carefully the

Brenda went on to say that the students were

proud of their own progress,

as was reflected in their

175

individual portfolios which she
led parent conferences,
the

level of

incorporated into student-

another idea made easier because of

student-teacher comfort and knowledge made

possible under looping.
The Parent

Piece.

In terms of these home-school

links,

Brenda said her relationships were definitely stronger the
second year:
I felt so much closer to them (the parents) this
year, in being able to call each other by first
names. . . . They really knew me, and they felt
comfortable that they could say pretty much
anything to me. . . . [at conferences] We didn't
spend a lot of time talking about things that were
unrelated and weren't important.
We were really
able to sit down and problem-solve with the kids.
On the issue of

familiarity,

express concern for behavior.

however,

By the end of the

students tried to “take advantage,” but,
support,

Brenda did
fall,

many

with parents

the discipline came under control again.

Brenda

noted that a typical comment of parents to their child when
they learned about the problem was,
doing this to Mrs._!”
attributed to looping,

This

“I can't believe you're

level of support Brenda

as this was not the type of comment

parents would make during fall conferences to a teacher they
would be meeting for the
issues here,

too,

first or second time.

Many of the

Brenda attributed to the physical and

emotional changes these students were experiencing as
preteens

in the sixth grade

(in her mind,

this was another

good reason for a middle school model!).
Affective Outcomes.
experience,

In discussing the looping

Brenda felt strongly about the positive
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impact

it had had on the affective domain,

noting that the social-

emotional growth of the children and their gains
confidence/self-esteem were significant.
speak to any special advantages of

When asked to

looping,

Brenda replied,

“I would like to say that the largest benefit
students'
the

self-esteem and the comfort

same program and the same

the most part,

in

is the

level of just having

level of expectations.

that was really helpful.”

For

As Brenda also

uses a weekly “class meeting” format to give students an
opportunity to share
events,

problems,

in school or out-of-school

issues,

or happenings with their peers,

in

addition to daily interactions throughout the day,

she was

able to observe their growth over time in the way in which
they handled problem situations,
maturity,
other.

their general

level of

and the way they treated and responded to each

She was extremely proud of the respect they

consistently showed toward one another,
thoughtfulness they brought to problems,

the maturity and
and of the

closeness they developed in terms of sharing and support.
(Again,

I

can personally attest to the remarkable maturity

and sincerity with which these
meeting issues,

as

students handled class

I was privileged to observe such a class

meeting on one visit to the class during a pilot of this
research study.)
This endorsement of

looping to foster growth in

building community and maturity among young adolescents
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is

echoed in a comment

from another Waldorf School veteran.

She stated:
In the social/community, academic and
interpersonal, I strongly support a teacher
remaining with a class.
Especially in the sixth
to eighth grade/middle school years, the social
fabric and the continued connection to one main
adult who knows them, cares about them, and
supports them is invaluable.
Using this

sense of community to solve problems was

seen by Brenda as a strong benefit to looping--a point

she

stressed in her evaluation report of the looping program
submitted to the School Committee.
report

This

cites an example of the way in which the class had

worked through those behavioral

issues which had occurred

during their second year together.
report,

(See Appendix J.)

I will

Quoting again from that

share Brenda's words.

The familiarity factor was also the key factor in
our being able to work together so effectively to
solve the problem of poor behavior and disrespect.
Being able to vocalize the problem with the class,
and work out a solution together, may not happen
in a class that doesn't feel as close.
This group
responded to the challenge and worked hard to
improve.
On an individual basis,

social gains were also noted,

as Brenda shared a parent's comment that her shy,
daughter had just “blossomed” during that
loop.

quiet

second year of the

Brenda described her class as “a family” and

described their interpersonal relationships as “incredible”
and “wonderful.”
each of them,

She did express concern,

including herself,

however,

at how

would handle the emotions

and sadness of having to say goodbye to each other at the
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close of this

school year,

particularly as these students

would be moving on to a regional
Academic
social

Impact.

The level of cooperation evident

sense had an impact

Brenda reported that
for mini

lessons

writing) ,

junior high school.

in academic areas as well.

in organizing for small group work and

for skill work

(i.e.,

she saw a “huge benefit” of

math or process

looping:

“The kids

chose which group they would place themselves in,
on the

skill,

etc.

They felt confident

.

.

.

comfortable with the situation and the class,
that wherever they were it was okay.”

This

also recognized the benefit

depending

they were
and they knew

flexible

grouping model was used particularly in math,

where Brenda

in continuity and support of the

same Title One math teacher,
those

in a

who had worked regularly with

in the class who needed remedial

two-year span with the same students,

support.

Over the

the two teachers had

developed a team-teaching approach to math instruction that
they considered very successful,

primarily,

because they

knew the students so well.
When asked about the next year and the return to fifth
\

grade,

Brenda expressed some apprehension,

stated that

she believed that

teacher now that

although she

she'd be a better fifth grade

she understood “where they

going from my place” when they leave

[students]

fifth grade.

She went

on to say,
I am nervous about going back down to fifth grade,
because I've had to adjust my thoughts, feelings,
and expectations to sixth graders. . . . They are
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are

absolutely not the same gang! They are going to
seem like such babies when I go down.
Along these

lines,

I

inquired about the accountability

factor in the two year loop.

Brenda's response was

indefinite in that

felt accountable.

out

that

she always

she hoped the test results would show the progress

she believed they had made.
the most part,
and that

She pointed

Her general comment was,

“For

I really am happy with what they have done

I've been with them for more than a year to see how

far they've come.”
Future of Looping.
Apple School,

As

Brenda said that

repeating the experience,
her 26.

for the future of
she was

looping at

interested in

but with a smaller class

size than

She expressed that one of the best things about

looping had been the satisfaction of knowing that
“reached” all of her students,

she had

something she did not believe

could have been done as well without the two-year program.
She was especially pleased that

she had made this kind of

connection with the “average” child,
needs,
type of

a behavior problem,
student

along so nicely,
attention.

one who is not

or extra bright.

is often overlooked,

special

She said this

because they just go

but never seem to get the teacher's extra

The two-year loop allowed for every student to

receive this kind of “extra” attention from their teacher.
At

the building level,

she said that a lot of

interest

in looping on a school-wide basis had not been generated by
her program.

She indicated that most teachers

efforts as a lot of extra work.
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looked at her

Although they showed a mild

interest,

they did not

loop themselves.

show any enthusiasm for attempting to

However,

on a personal

level,

Brenda had

seen it as a re-energizer and an opportunity for self
renewal after teaching ten years

in grade five.

again her report to the School Committee,
her personal
teacher it

Citing once

Brenda expressed

satisfaction with looping in this way:

“As a

is a wonderful thing to get the opportunity to

take what you have spent a year to help nurture,
normally have to pass off to another,

which you

and continue the

process."
When asked for anything she might have wanted to do
differently,

Brenda stated her concern regarding class size.

She believed that

looping would be easier and more

manageable with a smaller group.
that

Overall,

Brenda indicated

she had enjoyed the freedom and trust placed in her in

doing this program alone.
somewhat “isolated

.

.

.

However,

since she had felt

like an island,” she thought

she

would have enjoyed initiating the program with a teacher
from another grade.

Had that been the case,

compared notes along the way.

they could have

Administratively,

she said

she would have appreciated more ongoing feedback specific to
the

looping program from the principal's point of view.

the general survey,

however,

administrative support did not

appear to be an issue of concern,
questionnaire respondents

as only 13% of the

indicated displeasure with the

level of administrative support they had received.
Appendix F,

In

Table F.2-30).
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(See

Analysis

of

Interviews

In reviewing the
teachers,

looping at

interviewed

looping

class,
four

study,

were

experience

expressed by the

elementary level
a number of

in perception,

in general

personal

the

for this

similarities

opinions

that was

unique

for many different
perception that
placement

that
the

the

to

experiences,

that were

teachers

these

a

common to

all

themselves

teachers

involvement

was very successful

regarding

each teacher and

looping program.

reasons,

their

like

Although each was

there were many experiences

attributed directly to

who were

and common viewpoints

evident.

sites--experiences

four

In general

and

shared the

with this multiyear

and that

they would recommend

the program highly to others.
In
to

studying their

emerge

that

from the

there were

their

their

far more

time

settings,

looping,

student/parent
support,

and

statements
themes
1.

the

derived

Looping helps

“community of

the

levels
the

for common themes

definitely apparent

than differences

true

reason(s)

regardless
factors

they're

involved,

level

teaching

the most

from the

was

existed among

populations,

reflect

It

This was

grade

individual

looked

similarities

that may have

school

I

discussions.

shared experience.

differences

of

comments,

of

any

such as

looping,

length

their

administrative

styles.

significant

of

in

The

following

of

these

common

stronger

sense

of

interviews:
to build a

learners” within a
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classroom and/or

school.

2.
was

Instructional time was enhanced,

lost to organizational

issues,

because

less time

and the teacher had a

greater knowledge of the students.
3.

A stronger home-school link is established.

4.

Students who looped showed consistent gains

in

affective domains.
5.

Parents reported less “summer anxiety” between

grades during looping.
6.

Looping helped the teacher to meet

individual

students needs.
7.

Each teacher took personal pride

in being part of a

looping initiative.
In the next section,

I will examine these common themes

in light of the overriding question of this
whether looping,

study as to

viewed from the perspective of the teacher,

represents an alternative grade structure that will enhance
the teaching/learning situation.
Community of Learners.

Of the themes common to the

stories of these four school sites,

one that

is overriding,

and one that encompasses many related issues as well,

is the

sense that this multiyear placement program builds a strong
sense of the looped classroom as a community of

learners.

As each teacher interviewed described her class and how she
had managed the transition and organized for instruction,
some key points were emphasized,
again in each discussion.
by these teachers

being mentioned again and

Specifically,

major factors cited

included what they termed as a greater
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knowledge of each student as an individual

learner and a

greater sense of personal professional growth gained through
their accepting the challenge of

looping.

These key points represented,
teachers,

the reasons why they believed their classrooms had

changed from being a collection of
homeroom,

in the views of these

students,

to a community of learners,

bound by

bound by a stronger

student-teacher relationship and by trust.
these key factors that contributed to this

Chief among
stronger

relationship was the greater knowledge each teacher believed
she had gained regarding each child in her class--their
academic strengths and weaknesses,
style,

personality,

individual learning

social-emotional composition,

and any special needs.

interests,

These teachers were unanimous

in

their views that all of this knowledge improved the
teaching-learning environment,
students

further,

allowing them to take their

exploring more topics

enabling all of the students to benefit
in instruction,

as

and

from more continuity

learning and growing together as a unit.

Teachers reported that
also,

in depth,

levels of cooperation increased,

students came to know one another better--another

key factor in learning together over time.
In terms of academics,

it appeared that through this

development of a community of
more

learners,

the teachers were

likely to “step beyond” the regular curriculum,

of

study,

their customary approaches,

of

students.

units

and their expectations

These teachers offered no “hard data” to
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support

this view,

but

it was clear to me that this was

their shared perception--they had grown professionally
through the experience of
themselves,

looping.

By stretching

they believed they had stretched their students.

As each one spoke,

it was clear that their own enthusiasm

for the project/experience of

looping seemed to translate

into a heightened energy/enthusiasm for classroom teaching.
Clearly,

a motivated teacher means a stronger

teaching/learning situation!
Another aspect of this professional growth that was
noted specifically during the interviews was the broadening
view the teacher had gained of the students as
For the most part,

each of the teachers

longevity in teaching at a single grade

learners.

interviewed had
level.

By looping,

the teachers gained new first-hand knowledge of what the
next grade

level was

like

for the students--how the skills

and concepts of the previous grade became the
new learning.

There was a strong sense of

foundation for

learning on a

continuum and of a true spiraling of the curriculum up
through the grades.
larger picture,
to the

This seeing of oneself as part of a

as these teachers did,

can also contribute

sense of community that builds within a school--an

extension of the community of
classroom.

learners within the

looped

One related thing that appeared to please the

teachers the most about

looping was the “reward” they

received by being present
growth over time.

In all,

for and a part of the students'
the looping teachers

185

looked at

the program as an opportunity to challenge themselves and
their students.
Instructional Time.

Closely related to teachers'

comments regarding building a community of

learners was

their unanimity in finding that

looping created a saving in

time,

that contributed to a

between years especially,

smoothness and flow to the curriculum.

Collectively,

teachers reported a strong sense of continuity,
on prior experiences together,

these

of building

and particularly of gaining

much additional time that would have been lost

to

administrative tasks regarding the organization of the
classroom or in helping students to learn to live/work
together as a classroom unit.

Time was gained,

too,

in that

it was not necessary to set general expectations or for the
teacher to take time to get to know each learner and his/her
individual needs.

All of these issues that can be so time-

consuming were eliminated by the

loop--a major benefit of

the program in the eyes of these teachers!
sense,

too,

There was a

from these teachers that the second year of the

loop was a different,

more creative teaching experience

for

them than would have been the case in a traditional grade
level configuration.
Home-School Links.
notion of a community of

Another critical piece of this
learners was the strengthening of

the parental relationship that each looping teacher
reported,

particularly in the second year.

improved home-school

Each reported

links that translated into a greater
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common understanding of

learning goals

in turn enhanced parental
and respect

between the

(their parents
development
socially,

of

At

teachers

each

level,

school
the

provided.

students

looping

Impact.

as

a

which

the

of

the

overall

shy,

that

students benefitted
that

looping

withdrawn child or the

stability and security of

looping provided.

my

of

The

success

story based on the

was

related at Apple

of
socially

the

teachers

repeatedly

together and

classroom life

favorite

one who

the many examples

could grow academically and

the

of

looping program.

community or grade

long-term relationship

aspects

One

the

domain,

seen by

instances

the way students worked well

loop.

affective

children was

in which their

cooperated in all

one

of

lacked confidence were

of

the

lives

academically,

shared particular

supported by the

spoke

the

regardless

Beyond the

environment

of

strong advantage

site,

teachers

In terms

growth of

children at-risk who
once

children's

these

from the

may have

in these

served to enhance

illustrated the ways
socially

Increased communication

and teachers)

social-emotional

these

key adults

that

and emotionally.

Affective
the

support.

and expectations

examples

of

as

an

a

result

interpersonal

long-term association of

School

of

looping

in which a

student

was

recognized by her classmates

for being the

student

who had

improved the most

the

throughout

loop.

announcement

during a

class meeting,

broke

round of

applause

into

a

(Upon this

students

for “Susan.”

187

spontaneously

Then,

in

the

student-written newsletter,

distributed both in school and

to parents of the class members,
their own,

did a feature story on Susan's

As noted earlier,

from the parent

from the parents'

perspective,

social-emotional gains made by the looping students.

The only down-side on the social emotional
of the

four teachers expressed was

after the two-year period.
who believed that

With the exception of Claire,

or,

on the academic side,

Lessening of Anxiety.
social-emotional

felt very close to

look forward to saying goodbye

a much younger group the next

looping.

separating from the class

looping teachers

their students and did not
after two years,

level that three

she and her students were “tired of each

other by April,” the

the

success.)

the written comments

survey at Wolverly confirm,
the

the “editors,” acting on

to be picking up

fall.

Another area closely related to

factors was also noted as a “plus” to

The teachers agreed that parents had reported

overwhelmingly that their children had experienced less
anxiety about

school

in general under looping,

the June-to-September transition period.

especially in

Parents also

reported better self-esteem among their children and an
increased self-confidence.
teachers

found that

Within the classroom itself,

this self-confidence and boost

esteem resulted in heightened interest
productivity regarding schoolwork.
assessment practices changed,

too,

in self¬

in and greater

In some cases,
as students took more

responsibility for their work and for developing their own
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portfolios.

(Assessment changes may or may not have been

linked to looping,

depending on school policy.)

Meeting Individual Needs.
analysis,

too,

It

should be noted in this

that each of the teachers

working with a heterogeneous group of
cases,

interviewed was

students.

In all

the decision to loop had not come until part way

through the

first year.

Therefore,

neither the sizes of the

classes nor their composition were orchestrated in any
special way for looping.

Because of that,

represented a mix that was
schools,

fairly “typical” for their

allowing the teachers to assist the

may have had on various
population.

impact

segments of the general

looping

school

In terms of special education students,

majority of the teachers
emphatic here
about

the classes

interviewed,

the

with Claire less

in her response than the others,

felt

strongly

their knowing these children better as helping them to

teach them better and meet their individual needs better.
The consistency of the environment and expectations,
as better communication with their parents,
positive aspects of the

as well

were all very

looping program for special needs
•*

children.

These teachers

the effect

they may have had on their gifted/talented

students,

but,

overall,

felt

less strongly,

about

they thought they had allowed these

students to grow and be challenged.
extensions made possible by the

The curriculum

loop were also viewed as a

benefit to the gifted/talented population.
teachers

however,

Again,

the

saw that knowing the individual child well had
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helped them to meet the

individual needs and be better

prepared for that child regardless of his “rank” in the
class.
Teacher Pride.
extra effort,
preparation,

All of these teachers did recognize the

particularly in terms of planning and
that

looping required of them.

respondent to the survey stated,
new curriculum/content
for the teacher,

but

As one

referring to “learning” a

for the next grade,

“It was more work

it adds variety and is in the best

interest of the kids.”

All of the teachers

interviewed did

appear proud to have been a part of a special

initiative,

and proud of the effort they'd given to a new program they
believed to have been successful.
researcher,

(In the opinion of this

their classrooms were evidence that they were

very conscientious teachers anyhow.)

Although they were

reluctant to sing their own praises,

they each seemed to

indicate that

looping wasn't

for everyone.

They saw the

type of teacher who would be interested in looping as being
above average
dedication.

in commitment,

drive,

enthusiasm,

and

They also recognized that the teacher

interested in looping would want to work more closely with
students and parents and would tend to be more
risk-taking,

current

in terms of methodology,

interested in educational

issues

in general.

innovative,
and just more
(The “9-3"

teacher need not apply!)
In spite of these special qualities they saw as
essential,

all of them viewed looping as a relevant,
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doable

option--easy to plan and carry out.
kinds of qualities
how much of

in the teachers

Note:

Seeing these

interviewed,

I wondered

the success of their looping endeavors were the

result of their own teaching ability or the

looping or a

combination of both.
Having addressed similarities among the teacher
participants,

in the

some differences

following paragraphs,

I noted among these teachers.

Program Differences.
this point,

I will discuss

Much of what has been shared to

reflects the perceptions of

looping which these

four teachers held in common as positive attributes of a
looping program.

There were,

however,

their looping programs differed.
implementation of the programs,
differences

a few areas

in which

In terms of the overall
there were distinct

in particular between the newly initiated

programs at the Wolverly and Apple Center schools and the
fairly well-established programs at the Resloh and Valley
Schools.

At the Valley School especially,

degree at Resloh,

the concept of

and to a lesser

looping appeared to be a

natural outgrowth of the philosophy/vision of the school.
At both sites,
faculty,

the decision to loop was a mutual one among

administration,

the program,

and parents.

weighed the options,

thoroughly with all parties

These schools

and discussed it

involved prior to making a

multi-year placement an option in the school.
not

that has been a factor in their apparent

the program,

studied

it was clear to me
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Whether or
success with

from my visitations that

both schools can boast of a sense of community within their
schools,

and both schools appear to be places where

cooperation and collegiality are part of the daily routine.
With the high level of administrative,
community support
success of
these sites

faculty,

and

for looping within these two schools,

the

looping and its continuation as an option at
(both have offered looping fcr five years now)

seers highly likely.
On the other hand,

the looping endeavors at Apple

Center and Wolverly were singular and isolated in contrast
to looping as an established option for several classes at
both Valley and Resloh.

As single teacher initiatives,

did not reflect a school-wide goal,

they

but did offer an

excellent opportunity fcr each school to observe and
evaluate looping to see whether it was an option that held
enough promise for continuation or replication.
viewpoint,
interest

however,

From my

there appeared to be a lack of general

in the initiative,

both Maria and Brenda.

as well as a lack of support for

It appeared that these two teachers

had the freedom to “do their own thing’ in regard to
organizing a looping pilot,

but there was very limited

administrative or collegial support/encouragement of their
efforts.

Therefore,

it appears doubtful that multiyear

placements will become a long-term option at these schools.
Another factor that seems to weigh in here is that neither
Apple Center nor Wolverly appear to have charted a distinct
school-wide course

for their futures.
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If a serious study of

looping becomes a part of such a long-range plan,

then these

pilots may become more than isolated efforts.
Classroom Management/Discipline Issues.

Another area

that showed some differences was in classroom management
issues around discipline.

For the most part,

it was agreed

by the four interviewees that discipline was not a major
problem,

but for Brenda at Apple Center,

it was an issue

which needed some special attention/intervention in the
second year.

When asked about students becoming “too

familiar” in this longer placement span,

the reactions

differed from individual to individual and may have been a
factor of the grade level as well as individual teaching
styles.
loop)

Both Eileen

(grade 1-2 loop)

and Claire

of the Valley and Resloh Schools,

(grade 3-4

respectively,

stated

unequivocally that discipline had not been an issue for them
in the first or second years.
(grade 4-5 loop)

and Brenda

Upper grade teachers,

(grade 5-6 loop),

large classes of 26 and 27 each,

who each had

had different reactions.

For the majority of her class,
discipline problems,

Maria

Maria reported no

but did cite a couple of instances in

which she saw students “carry over” issues from one grade to
the next.

These issues bubbled up from time to time

creating a concern.

She believed,

as did Eileen and Claire,

that the extra familiarity was not a problem.
usually an exception to any such judgment,
Maria's survey did report that,

one parent in

“We felt our child became a

little too comfortable with the student-teacher
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As there is

relationship.

It seemed as if our child tended to lose

respect for the teacher and other adult role models.”
However,

in spite of this parent's view,

the following

comment was much more typical of the reaction of Wolverly
parents:
We feel that our son has bonded closely with his
teacher, which gave him a deeper respect and
increased desire to perform well in order to
please her.
This program came at the perfect time
in our son's life and education.
As for Brenda,

she did acknowledge that discipline in

general for this class became an issue in the late fall of
the second year of the loop.
administrative support,
and did not detract,

With parental and

however,

the problems were corrected

in Brenda's view,

effectiveness of the program.

Again,

from the
she saw some of the

discipline issues as typical of preteens who are also,
her words,

in

“king of the hill” as the oldest students at

their school.
In all,

it did not appear that discipline problems

tended to increase significantly as a factor of looping.
This conclusion appears to be borne out by survey results.
(See Appendix F,
G,

Table F.l-18 and Table F.2-18;

and Appendix

Question 18.)
Retention in Grade.

The only other important of

difference among interviewees was in regard to the issue of
retention in grade.

There,

responses of these teachers

seemed to reflect the philosophy/practices of their school
as well as their individual beliefs as opposed to being a
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factor of looping.

Although it might be logical to assume

that a multi-year placement would give teachers a possible
alternative for a continuous education program should they
be considering retention for a student,
to be the case.

At Valley,

school of the four,

this did not appear

probably the most child-centered

Eileen was emphatic that retention was

not developmentally appropriate and was not an option.
However,

the response at Resloh,

another school whose

general philosophy and approach also appeared to be childcentered,

was different.

Both Claire and her principal

still looked to retention as a possibility for any
individual child,

with or without a looping option.

This

same contrast in views was evident in the upper grades as
well.

Brenda said retention was not an option for these

older students,

although a few students at Apple Center were

retained at other levels.

At Wolverly,

Maria indicated that

one child had been retained in her class at the third grade
level “for developmental reasons.”

Again,

each school's

philosophy around this issue appears to be the major
determining factor,

showing once more that the body of

research regarding retention tends to be ignored in
practice.
Validity of Responses.

The interview phase of this

study was conducted in rural/suburban school settings which
may or may not be typical sites.
interviews,

however,

The findings of these

were confirmed by respondents to the

questionnaire which was distributed more widely,
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including

urban centers within Massachusetts as well as out-of-state.
(For example,

included in the survey results were responses

from teachers in urban areas in Massachusetts,
Worcester,

Springfield,

and Attleboro,

such as

as well as urban

centers across the country that included Binghamton,
York;

Hartford,

Connecticut;

and San Diego,

New

California.)

Because the responses of the wider survey echoed the views
of these four looping teachers,

I believe that these central

participants in the study and their individual looping
programs could be deemed typical of the looping endeavors
that are being implemented in various parts of our state and
nation.

As “typical” sites,

validity is added to the

perceptions of these teachers,
study itself.

giving more value to the

The next section will detail those survey

results.
Analysis of Questionnaires
Essentially,

the views expressed by the interviewees

were confirmed by the results of the survey conducted
simultaneously,
all,

but on a wider geographic distribution.

a total of 40 of 89 questionnaires

and 2 partially completed)
response rate of 44.9%.
return,

In

(38 fully completed

were returned for an overall

(I was very pleased by this strong

particularly given that distribution was made during

the closing weeks of the school year,

and attribute the

success of returns to the amount of personal contact made in
the initial distribution process as well as the second
distribution in the fall.)

Of that number,
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the vast

majority were teachers from within and across Massachusetts,
but 12 out-of-state responses were made.
in the tally of the results.

All were included

The respondents beyond

Massachusetts included elementary teachers from San Diego,
California; Binghamton,
and Hartford,

New York;

Connecticut;

Pennsylvania.

Again,

Stuart,

Cincinnati,

Florida;

Ohio,*

Tolland

and Amber,

many of their views and comments

mirrored the thoughts of teachers interviewed locally,
reminder that public education,
teaching,

a

reform initiatives,

and children themselves hold many common traits

across the country.

(See Appendices F,

G,

and H for full

survey results.)
Teacher Pride.

Another factor worthy of mention in

terms of the response rate for the questionnaire was that
teachers like to have a voice regarding their profession and
the direction of education in general.

In spite of the fact

that this study is small in scope and will be published only
as a dissertation,

many teachers were glad not only to talk

with me but to participate in the survey.

In addition to

the positive comments I received during the distribution
process,

in spite of the lateness in the school year which

added an extra burden to data collection,

several

respondents enclosed personal notes or messages on the
questionnaire itself expressing thanks for the opportunity
to participate,

wishing success in the endeavor,

and

requesting to be informed of the outcomes.

The teaching

profession is one in which the key players,

the teachers
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themselves,

are not always included in the major decisions

about their field or asked to share their experiences as
background knowledge for such decision-making.

Thus,

this

simple survey did show respect for the opinions of the
practitioners.

For that,

it was appreciated and completed

in a timely manner.
Role of Administrator/Community.
features

To me,

(from an administrative viewpoint)

of teachers,

administrators,

multiyear programs.
following:

two striking

were the roles

and parents in initiating

Specifically noteworthy were the

a consistently high level of administrative

support for looping endeavors,

the fact that among the

majority of respondents it was the teacher(s)
initiated the idea to implement looping,
vast majority of programs,

that had

and that in the

whether or not the parents were

involved in the initial decision-making process,

they were

given the option of participating in the program.
Appendix H,
F.l-8;

items 2 and three; Appendix F,

and Appendix G,

Questions 3 and 8.)

(See

Tables F.l-3 and
Also noteworthy

around the decision to initiate a multiyear program was the
absence in most cases of a high level of involvement from
either the School Council or the School Committee.
Appendix H,

items 4 and 5.)

(See

At the School Committee level,

only two respondents indicated a high level of input by
their committee,

with the rest indicating that the Committee

was either “informed only” or not involved at all.
Basically,

the same was true for the School Council,
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except

that a few more were “moderately” involved.

In my mind,

this data suggest that the empowerment of teachers and the
school-based decision-making advocated under the guidelines
of the Massachusetts Education Reform Law of 1993 are
becoming a reality in terms of internal organization and
individual programs of a school or community.
In School Support.

As was confirmed by the relative

lack of information and research in the literature regarding
multiyear programs and looping,

the majority of survey

responses indicated that the faculties of the schools in
which these teachers looped had only a moderate to low
amount of interest among the general faculty regarding
looping.

This low level of general interest is in stark

contrast to the level of administrative support indicated
and to the fact that most programs were teacher-initiated.
It was suggested to me in formulating this study that
perhaps the results would be skewed due to the fact that I
might find that only the best teachers were volunteering to
initiate looping programs.
questionnaires,

From the information on the

it did appear that it was the informed and

innovative teachers that have been taking the lead in such
programs in most schools.

(The majority of respondents also

indicated strong use of literature,
visitations,

and collegial conversations in gaining

information regarding looping.
Again,

conferences,

[See Appendix H,

item one.]

indicating that it was not the “stagnant”

professional that was responding to this survey.)
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One other indicator that

some of the stronger,

more

enthusiastic teachers had responded to the questionnaire was
the

fact that the teacher from Ohio mailed her survey from

the national

finals

for the Odyssey of the Mind competition

held this year in Maryland along with a note that explained
that

she was there with her class.

Again,

this

is an

example of the type of teacher who typically would take the
time to respond and who would also be the type of teacher to
get

involved in a new program such as

looping.

Likely,

many

of the respondents were the “risk-takers” of their
respective

faculties.

An Example of System-Wide Looping.
these

statements,

however,

Massachusetts where

would come

educational program for all
all

faculty are

is an integral part of the

students

in grades

involved in the

speaking with the superintendent
school,

from a community in

looping is no longer an isolated

endeavor nor just an option but

such,

One exception to

1-8.

As

looping program.

In

there and in visiting their

it was very clear that multiyear placements were

standard and that the expectations were high for all
teachers as well as

students.

superintendent,

Robert Josephs,

Dr.

Curiously,

how he had accomplished

a system-wide change of this magnitude,
had been a top-down decision.

in asking the

he replied that

it

Because of his experience

in

another state and based on the success of the pilot programs
tried in this community,

he was convinced that

this was a

better way to provide a quality learning environment.
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He

believed that
for all

it was

students?

indeed a better way,

When asked about any resistance he may

have encountered to this broad change,
veteran teachers,

he

indicated that,

particularly from

during the six years he

had been there with this system in place,
replacement of 200 of the
According to him,
in that

then why not do it

645 professional

there had been a
staff members.

the program was working for all

involved

attitudes toward school had improved significantly,

and achievement

scores were up as was attendance by both

staff and students.

He

further noted that parents and the

community in general were now more pleased and proud of the
school

system.

When I asked Dr.

Josephs how such a dramatic “turn

about” had occurred and how he had been given such a strong,
“free hand” by the School Committee,
he had arrived,

the school

he remarked that,

system was at a low ebb,

been fairly decimated by the cuts and constraints
the city by the
Proposition 2
the changes,

levy limits established by state

1/2.

Thus,

having

imposed on
law under

he was given the authority to make

necessary in his view,

together again.

when

to pull the system

What was accomplished in the system appears

to be borne out by the data around the performance of
students and the perception of the community,

as well as the

state and national recognition this community has received
for its efforts.
this,

the

Interestingly,

having accomplished all of

superintendent did indicate a probability that he
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will

leave the system shortly

is now a finalist
It

(a fact made clear in that he

for a superintendency in a distant city).

should be noted here that the

just described can be viewed,
Thibodeau,

according to Theodore

Assistant Superintendent

Massachusetts,

looping experience

in Attleboro,

as a “powerful administrative tool

monitoring and improving the quality of teaching”
al. ,

1996,

29).

Thibodeau speaks
teachers

(Grant et

In an interview with these authors,
further to the importance of teaming

in multiyear placements

instructional

for

in order to balance

strategies and teacher strength:

New teachers are paired with a more experienced
teacher. . . . If we have someone whose performance is
marginal, we pair that person with one or two teachers
who are excellent, so that the marginal teacher learns
or is challenged by his or her partners.
We've seen a
lot of improvement. (1996, 29)
How has this approach worked in terms of
looping and supervision of
report

that his

faculty?

linking

Thibodeau goes on to

system views multiyear teaching as a form of

“quality control” in which teachers have resigned when they
felt pressured to measure up to the
had about
run,

standards set,

five people take career leaves

parents aren't going to settle

two-year arrangement”
Parental

(Grant et al. ,

Involvement.

...

in the

for mediocrity with a
1996,

29).

as well as continuing to

speak to the reactions of parents and communities,

parents

long

Speaking again to the

commonalities among respondents,

important

“We've

it

is

to note the high degree of voice accorded to the

in terms of

involving their children in multiyear
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placements.

The overwhelming majority

(75%)

reported that

parents were given the option of placing their children
initially in a looped program and in the second year even
more were given the option of continuing or returning to a
nonlooped placement.
greater voice
partners

(See Appendix F,

for parents and the

Table F.2-8.)

idea of parents as more

in the educational process

is another idea

advocated under Massachusetts Education Reform,
one message of school reform on the national
Likewise,

This

but

is also

level.

an overwhelmingly positive result of the

looping program in the eyes of these responding teachers was
the

strengthening of the home-school connection.

Only a

single respondent disagreed with the statement that
home-school

links were established with the

(See Appendix F,
In addition,
parent

Table F.l-14

looping class.

and Appendix G,

with two exceptions,

stronger

Question 14.)

all reported that the

conferences were more productive during the second

year of the loop than would have regularly been the case.
(See Appendix F,
Some

teachers

Table F.l-15 and Appendix G,

felt very strongly about the home-schools ties

being one of the most positive aspects of the
experience.
first-time

Question 15.)

looping

Writes one teacher who had just completed a
loop:

I have found my looping experience to have been
both rewarding and beneficial.
My class has
developed into a supportive, comfortable family
and my students have benefitted both emotionally
and academically.
I have watched the most amazing
gains and observed such strong, healthy bonds
between the students and their families and
myself.
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(I was particularly struck by the comments of this teacher,
because she had been “forced” into trying a looping program
due to a bubble

in the school's population.

spring with the principal of this
was

leery of the potential

school,

I

In talking last
learned that he

success of the program because of

the reluctance of the teacher to loop.

It was very

gratifying to know how successful the endeavor had turned
out

to be!)
A similar message of stronger home-school

looping comes

links through

from a teacher in an urban setting who had

actually looped for three years due to the particular
circumstances of enrollment

in her school.

She writes:

really enjoyed my three years with that class.
accomplished more academically--I
strengths and weaknesses.
family.

I

“I

I

really knew their

We became very close--like a

also had a stronger rapport with parents."

The only negative comment received regarding the
possible

impact on at-risk students came

had made a 51A

(suspected child abuse)

of Social Services
her looped class.
great

trust

her parents
result,

(DSS)

from a teacher who

report to Department

regarding the welfare of a child in

The teacher reported that the child had

in her teacher,

but then both the student and

lied to DSS during the

investigation.

As a

the child was removed from her looped classroom and

placed with another teacher.
factor of the

Whether or not this was a

looping program,

clearly blamed this unpleasant

this particular teacher
situation on the trust
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developed in looping.

Based on the

limited information

available about the entire situation,
with that conclusion.

I

am unable to agree

It does seem likely,

however,

that a

similar incident could have occurred in regard to DSS with
or without

looping.

Another “universal” in terms of responses to the
questionnaires was on a more positive note.
common response by parents,
reported that parents

In terms of a

95% of the teachers

surveyed

stated that the children had much less

summer anxiety regarding the next grade placement during the
summer between the looped placement.

(See Appendix F,

F.l-13

Similar findings were

and Appendix G,

apparent

Question 13.)

from a survey of parents at the Liberty Center

Elementary School

in Liberty Center,

the

looping students

two.

Table

first year of

Ohio,

conducted after

from grade one to grade

“Parents consistently reported the positive effects

looping was having on their children:
about beginning second grade,
sociability”
It was

(Rettig,

1996,

A lack of anxiety

a lack of stomach aches,

more

82).

seemingly very comforting to elementary-age

children to know who their teacher and classmates would be
for the ensuing school year.

Don't we all usually respond

favorably to a feeling of comfort with the known versus the
unknown?

From the Pennsylvania teacher came the

comments:
and student

“When it

[looping]

following

is an option for both teacher

it works extremely well.
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.

.

.

Parents reported

during the November conferences that they were very happy
with the

idea."

Impact on Students with Special Needs.

This

factor of

stability appears to be the reason for another
overwhelmingly positive response to one portion of the
questionnaire.

As

for the effect of

segments of the general

looping on individual

school population,

definite consensus regarding the benefit
considered to be at-risk of
Appendix F,

Table F.l-20

failure

there was a

for those students

in school.

and Appendix G,

(See

Question 20.)

Respondents overwhelmingly endorsed the benefit of the
stability gained through a multiyear placement
children.

for these

One teacher wrote that the stable environment was

of great help to a foster child in her class and that

she

considered that “he benefitted the most” from the looping
experience of all of her students.
echoed by other respondents,
as of
well.

Such comments were

most of whom saw looping also

strong benefit to their students with special needs as
(See Appendix F,

Question 21.)
agreed that

Although the majority of respondents strongly

special needs students benefitted from the

looped placements,
terms of

Table F.l-21 and Appendix G,

there were some mixed reactions.

socialization,

one teacher wrote that

strong

friendships were developed among all of the students.
example,

a girl with Downs

other students1
the

first time.

syndrome was

In

For

invited to visit

homes and invited to birthday parties

for

Although parents and students were afraid
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of

her aggressive behavior at

better

across

two years,

longer nervous
however,
she

no

staff

one

to be

they got

in her company.

for her

the

special
of

the

On

the

IEPs.

an

setting,

of

regardless

situation,

no

side,

looped

services

students,
This

negative

in her

consistent

needs

function of

in coming to know her

to know her and were

teacher reported that

longer received the

requirements

first,

support
of

the

however,

appears

scheduling and administrative

decisions

at

individual

should be

remedied and not

school

level

that

could and

necessarily inherent

in a

looping

program.
One

“mixed review”

came

from a

interestingly,

had not

her preference

for traditional

specific

comments

volunteered

were

as

teacher who,
for

grade

looping and expressed

organization.

Her

follows:

Looping has some advantages, but I feel it's much
better for every child to have a different teacher
every year so the pupils can get used to different
expectations yearly.
For the “at-risk” children,
looping is definitely worth it, but it's not for
the rest--looping doesn't expose the other
students to a new personality and teacher
expectations.
One
that

other

special

segment

should be mentioned

is

of

that

the
of

called gifted and talented students.
address

the

the

area

one

looping

needs

of

in which

reported.

Question

one

of

segment

the

the brightest,
How well

these very capable
I

found the

25.)

The

did

students?

least positive

(See Appendix F,

Appendix G,

school's population

Table

F.l-25

the

so-

looping
This was

effects
and

gifted/talented group was

school population that
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most

of

teachers

the

believed did not
looping.

receive observable,

In fact,

extra gains

direct benefits

the majority of teachers reported no

for gifted/talented students under looping,

not a single teacher reporting any extra gains
students.
students

from

with

for these

Although not addressing gifted/talented
specifically,

a similar survey question was given

to parents at the Liberty Center School
the academic benefit of

looping.

question of whether parents

in Ohio in regard to

In response to the

felt their child had been

academically challenged by staying with the same teacher for
two years,
(Rettig,

23

1996,

agreed,

10 were neutral,

and none disagreed

83).

As with the special needs

students,

however,

the

question remains as to whether the lack of service to their
individual needs
the

is a function of the looping program or to

system at that

school or of the

individual management of

that particular classroom.
Meeting individual needs continues to be a problem,
regardless of the setting,
and of

but

it was clear that

itself did nothing to promote a stronger program to

meet the needs of the academically talented.
factor worth noting here,
particular question.
of

looping in

too,

One other

was the phrasing of this

In retrospect,

I wonder if the wording

the statement regarding the gifted/talented students was

phrased carefully enough to elicit the
The exact
students

statement was as

follows:

showed no extra gains

“My gifted/talented

in the
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information desired.

looping program.”

Although this statement clearly provides
beyond the anticipated,

feedback for gains

it does not provide any information

regarding whether or not these capable students made similar
progress as would be anticipated in a traditional

setting or

whether they actually slipped in their academic performance.
Unfortunately,

the response to the statement

in the

questionnaire actually gave only limited information
regarding these

special

students.

Retention and Looping.
here,

too,

It would be

interesting to note

that the idea of retention was not automatically

discarded with a teacher bringing forward the same class
into the next
has

shown,

studies

school year.

As the research quoted earlier

retention is not

(Shepard & Smith,

supported by formal research

1989),

but,

idea held tenaciously by educators.
respondents

despite this,

it

is an

Although a few

indicated that retention was never an option,

approximately half of those who replied indicated that
retention was

still an option,

even within a looped setting.

Respondents did indicate by a strong majority

(82%)

that

they considered looping to be much more developmentally
appropriate than the traditional configuration of grade
levels.

This view was not

regarding retention.
inconsistency.
Appendix F,
Questions 22

I

substantiated in their opinions

found this to be an interesting

(See Appendix F,

Table F.2-22

Table F.l-22

and F.l-27;

and F.2-27 and Appendix G,

and 27.)
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Classroom Impact of Looping.
educational

functions of the classroom,

noted in these areas,
pinpoint

In terms of the

too.

many benefits were

Although it was difficult to

specific academic gains,

perhaps due to the

lack of

formal academic testing associated with looping programs,
teachers overwhelmingly reported the academic,

emotional,

and social growth of their students under a looping plan.
Specifically,

they cited gain of time

particularly in September,

in June and

when no time was

organizational and get-acquainted issues.

lost with
Many used special

summer assignments to connect the two years and most noted
an increase

in the amount of material or curriculum that was

able to be presented across the two-year block.
Overwhelmingly,

teachers also reported that the issues of

classroom management were easier the second year and that
they were able to use a greater variety of teaching
strategies
block.

to meet

students'

(See Appendix F,

16,

F.l-17,

F.l-23,

11,

12,

17,

16,

needs across the two-year

Tables F.l-10,

and F.l-26;

F.l-11,

Appendix G,

F.l-12,

Questions

F.l-

10,

and 26.)

Typical of the comments made regarding all of these
issues are the

following:

"There were many educational rewards to students,
parents and teachers."
"I

can't give even one negative aspect to my looping

(experience).”
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"In a
'looped'

school-wide,

kids

extensive

showed a higher

survey,

level

of

year

a

was

teacher

positive

together

first
in

teacher

first

will

greater
(looping)

and building the
learning.”

school

to

love

indicated that

but

comes

and trust

that

from a Waldorf

gains,

as

actual

results were

Table

F.l-32

not

positive
was

comments,

that

second year.

of

Here,

one

discipline were

a

few

indicated that

achievement
Iowa Test
shared

(See Appendix F,
This
the

could be
teacher's

due

Table
to

testing.
of

for this

that

report.

Question

spite

of

32.)

all

of

received mixed
the
When
so

a majority clearly said “no, "
issue

and Appendix G,

the nature
style

Of

Basic

students became

had been an

F.l-18

individual

In

schools

particularly within

a problem as

it

student

tended to be polarized.

“familiar” with their teacher,
but

a

from only two

other area

comments

of

the wellspring of

and Appendix G,

discipline,

and parent(s)

offered by respondents

Classroom Management/Discipline.

if

of my

teacher.)

teachers

reported giving the

(See Appendix F,

asked

This

from such work

is

evidence

they did any formal

only one

reviews

loop.

second because

truly knowing needs

no empirical

regarding academic

these

to

between teacher and student

(Comment

There was

Skills,

loop

intimacy that

the possibility of

those,

in our

achievement."

experience."

"The

gives

the

of

satisfaction with

parent-teacher communication and academic
"I

parents

of

the

class

for them.
Question
itself

or of

and behavior management
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18.)

techniques
echo

the

as

well

as

experience

Center School,
experience

and

to

of
is,

the

the

grade

5/6

therefore,

However,

loop

at

an aspect

this

did

the Apple
of

the

looping

worth noting.

Impact

on Teachers

from another

Themselves.

teacher who

remaining with the

of

She

downside.

also offers

Her

A related comment

raised a question

regarding
time.

familiarity.

same

teacher

her own

comment was

a

for

students

for a

solution to

came

long period

the potential

follows:

As a teacher of looping, I often wonder if the
children get tired of having the same teacher for
two years in a row.
Because of this thought, I
try to have a student teacher the second year or
try to do team teaching with another teacher
and/or join the grade classes so that the children
can mix and experience other students as co¬
partners in their learning.
Once

again,

found
looped

it

appears

that

individual

for any minor difficulties
setting,

teacher(s)

depending on the

solutions

that may arise within the
initiative/response

interest

in the

survey was

teachers'

perception of

amount

preparation necessitated by being

multiyear placement.
evenly divided,

to

a

traditional

a grade

Appendix F,
indicated,

the

the

their comparative workload and

Responses

to

this

involved

level
Table

for a

looped program was

grade placement,

F.l-24

however,

that

to

the

and Appendix G,
beyond the
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greater

the
than

looping

teacher.

Question

initial

almost

that

particularly when

unfamiliar or “new”

in a

question were

although the majority did believe

planning/preparation
for

of

involved.

Another area of

of

can be

(See

24.)

planning,

Most
it

was

no more difficult and many found the entire experience to be
worth the extra effort,
previously quoted.
indicated that

indicated by some of the comments

In fact,

85% of the respondents

they would be

(See Appendix F,
were expressed,

interested in looping again.

Table F.2-31.)
also,

Some of these same

feelings

in the question regarding the

accountability factor.
stated that

as

Here,

an overwhelming majority

they felt more accountable

for their students

academic and social growth in a looped setting than they did
under traditional grade

level configurations--a seemingly

natural outgrowth of a two-year versus one-year commitment.
(See Appendix F,

Table F.l-28

and Appendix G,

Question 28.)

Another related finding included the common response
that,

in general,

the teachers

felt adequately prepared in

terms of professional development to initiate
programs.

(See Appendix F,

Question 29.)
that

Again,

Table F.l-29

looping

and Appendix G,

it may be important to note here,

the majority of the respondents had volunteered for the

assignment or had initiated the interest
These are

in the program.

factors that would tend to make them prepared and

cause them not to have any qualms about a possible
in the workload due to a change
Future of Looping.
these teachers noted,

increase

in assignment.

In spite of all of the positives

as well as the high level of

administrative support that was consistently reported
85%

too,

rated administrative support of

strong),

looping as moderate to

the results of the survey indicated that
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(over

looping

remains more of an isolated endeavor rather than a
widespread initiative.

(See Appendix F,

Table F.l-5.)

Although a small number of teachers reported that their
schools provided a multiyear placement as a regular option,
the majority of teachers

indicated that to loop was the

exception rather than the rule.

If,

indeed,

placements offer all of the positives

multiyear

indicated by the

survey and enjoy such strong administrative support,
aren't

they considered more often as part of the regular

options

for organizing elementary age students?

interviews,

In the

the two schools with a longer history with

looping did hold the program out as an option,
grade

why

level constraints

in Resloh and apparently on a

teacher-discretion basis at Valley School.
that where the concept
it would be more

but only with

It would appear

is part of the vision of the school,

likely to be

included as a regular program

option.
There was no real consensus
recommendations

in terms of the teachers'

for an “ideal” grade

level at which to loop.

The responses tended to reflect the teachers'
experience.

For example,

own area of

the majority of respondents

represented grade 1-2

loops and those grade

the highest

The next greatest number of

support.

respondents represented a grade 3-4
next highest amount of

support.

the respondents who believed that
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loop,

levels received

which received the

There were,

however,

looping could be

25% of

successful
H,

final

for students at any grade

item.)
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level.

(See Appendix

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS
Summary of General

Findings

Organized from the perspective of the classroom
teacher,

the purpose of this study was to investigate a

pattern of persistent grouping,

namely looping,

as an

effective organizational option for elementary schools

in

their attempt to provide an optimal teaching/learning
situation for their students through a model
with national,
reform.

state,

and local goals

perceptions of permanence

is

in line

for educational

In drawing general conclusions

teachers'

that

from studying

in group,

it

is

important to return to the original question that drove this
study.

Namely,

could elementary school children be served

better by a model of organization that recognizes the
importance of permanence

in group as compared to the

traditional model of graded organization?

As shown in the

analysis of the data collected through interviews and a
survey of

teachers who have looped or are currently involved

with looping,

this multiyear placement program has received

positive endorsement as a viable option in organizing the
configuration of grade
endorsement

comes

levels

for instruction.

This

from the practitioners themselves.

The major findings of this research study came from the
common themes which emerged from an analysis of the parallel
phases of this
In the broadest

study--the
sense,

focused interviews and the survey.

this research showed that teachers
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believe multiyear placements can contribute to building a
sense of a community of

learners within the classroom.

This

shared involvement in the learning experience extends also
to parents who were shown to have become more a part of the
educational process

in the

looped setting.

strengthening of the home-school
teachers reported that parents
and choice

Beyond the

link around academics,

in general were given a voice

in the decision to loop.

day operations of the classroom,

In terms of the day-to-

this

study showed that

teachers believed that time-on-task was improved,
particularly in September of the second year of the
Organizational
necessary.

issues took less time,

Thus,

loop.

and less review was

they believed they were able to expand the

curriculum and build on prior experiences.
The other major findings of this study involved
teachers'

perceptions regarding the

domain of

students.

Teachers agreed that they witnessed

greater social-emotional gains
looped setting.
the

impact on the affective

for their students

They saw the consistency of dealing with

same teacher and classmates for at

very positive experience,
students.

in a

least two years as a

especially for the “at-risk”

Many parents echoed the views of teachers,

reporting overwhelmingly that “summer anxiety” was
noticeably absent during the
In doing this research,
would be of value,

looping years.
I believed that this

if the teachers,

study

the unit of analysis,

were representative of the general population of educators
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across the nation and if they shared their perceptions
openly and honestly.
case.

In my opinion,

this was

Every teacher who participated in this

indeed the
study shared

their perceptions regarding their looping experiences very
willingly.

They appeared to be proud to have been invited

to participate in this

small research project and prouder

still that their views of their experiences would matter to
the wider educational community.
the major phase of the study,

Although the interviews,

involved teachers

rural and suburban central Massachusetts,
of

the study,

widely.

the questionnaire,

from only

the parallel phase

was distributed more

Responses were returned from a variety of sites,

ranging from rural to suburban to urban,

across the state

and the nation.
This diversity in the research population coupled with
the

strong consensus that emerged from the views expressed

through both the

interviews and the questionnaires have

given this research project a strong voice.
for alternatives to restructure our schools
listening to teachers'

views helps

In the search
for success,

in answering the

important question of whether looping is a viable option for
consideration.

Does

it hold the promise of

teaching-learning situation,
educational

system?

the very heart of the

Based on the analysis of both the

interviews and the results of the survey,
question in the affirmative.
current

improving the

As

I

I would answer the

continue to review

literature and talk with educators who have
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experienced multiyear placements,
that the participants

in this

the more

I

am convinced

study are highly

representative of teachers who loop and that there

is merit

in the multiyear program of which many of them are
advocates.

Regardless of their school

experiences are quite common,
there

is general consensus,
For me,

voice that
deals

settings,

and their views,

their

around which

are credible.

the special value of this study has come

in the

it has given to the teacher--the practitioner who

first-hand with establishing a sound learning

environment on a daily basis.

After all,

it

is the voice of

the teacher that both other teachers and administrators want
to hear when they are weighing the options of any new
initiative.
a simple,

These participants agreed that

effective means of

instruction.
surveyed)

looping offered

improving the delivery of

Although many looping teachers

(60% of those

recognized the extra work involved in organizing

for a loop and in moving with their class to another grade
level,

they did not report a need for specialized training

or extensive professional development.
of

teachers

Eighty-seven percent

surveyed reported agreement that

professionally prepared to loop.

they felt

(See Appendix F,

Table

F.2-29.)
These

findings speak to a secondary issue that was

addressed in the

literature review--the impact of change.

As recognized there,

the way a school community deals with

change can impact the success of any restructuring/reform
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effort.

With the teachers who were

minimal change necessary to loop,
less of an obstacle
as

does not

look bright

teachers

the issue of change may be

in this restructuring alternative.

However,

Wolverly,

looping reporting

seen in the interviews,

the

in the two schools,

future of

looping

Apple Center and

in which there was a low level of

interest among

in making even the relatively minor changes that

looping would require.
In general,

looping received high marks

By virtue of the
based,

from teachers.

long-term relationship on which it

teachers reported that

looping improved the overall

quality of the teaching-learning situation.
the practitioners,

is

According to

this long-term relationship allowed a

greater knowledge of the learner by the teacher,
encouraged by learning theorists.

In addition,

as

is

looping

reportedly saved time on task,

allowed for in-depth study

within a spiraling curriculum,

and helped build a stronger

home-school

link.

Teachers believed that all of these

characteristics of the looping program helped students to
achieve stronger gains,
domain.

particularly in the affective

Although no hard data were available to support

academic gains,

the majority of teachers believed that

stronger academic performance was also evident under a
looping system,

where expectations were very clear,

learning could be tailored to meet
closer look at the summary of

individual needs.

findings will

views.)
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and
(A

support these

From the analysis of the information supplied through
the

interviews and of the data from the questionnaires,

several themes emerged that had the overwhelming support of
the teachers.

This strong consensus was

formed around the

key areas of quality of instructional time,
growth of

students,

home-school connections,

of the overall experience of
positive,

social-emotional
and perception

looping as a being highly

rewarding professional experience.

Specifically,

in terms of the quality of instructional time being
improved,

teachers repeatedly cited the smooth transition

between looped years,

the academically richer September in

which much extra time was gained,
curriculum,

the spiraling of the

and the greater depth and extension of topics

that was possible.

Teachers spoke especially about the

advantage in planning educational experiences

for their

classes that their greater knowledge of their students as
learners allowed in that second year.

Academics across the

two years represented more of a continuum of learning than
was traditionally possible.

Enthusiasm was higher and

anxiety lessened for both students and teachers

in knowing

that they were partners in the educational process
least two years.

They were able to build on prior knowledge

and expand upon the foundations built

in one grade to reach

greater heights of understanding in the next.

These

perceived advantages obviously reflect many of the
set

for at

forth in the educational reform agenda.
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ideals

As

for the home-school connections,

97% of the teachers

reported stronger relationships with parents,

important

links that enabled them to work more productively with their
students and increased the general
education.

In the opinion of these looping teachers,

stability of the
to the

level of home support

for

the

looped environment also contributed greatly

social-emotional growth exhibited by their students.

Within the comfort of an environment

in which students and

teachers knew each other well and in which the expectations
were clear and constant,
communities of
become

these classes became true

learners.

Children gained the confidence to

stronger students,

work cooperatively together,

express themselves more clearly,

act more maturely,

more responsibility for their own learning.
more

input regarding decisions of what

the depth of the
take place.

study,

and take

Students had

should be studied,

and the manner in which it would

For most research participants,

this view of

the classroom as a learning community was especially true
for their at-risk and special needs populations--students
who could benefit more
that the

from the continuity and stability

looped environment provided.

The value of this study comes,

too,

in the message

shares regarding the challenge accepted by these

it

looping

teachers and the domino effect that had on the students
within their classes.

For teachers,

looping was perceived

as an opportunity for professional growth,
challenge.

The teachers,

as well as a

particularly those who originally
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initiated the idea of looping in their respective schools,
reported feeling more invested in the educational process
and highly accountable in being responsible for the
educational program for one set of children over an extended
period of time.

Even those surveyed who had been recruited

for or assigned to looping,

as opposed to volunteering,

reported it as a highly positive,

rewarding experience that

made them stretch as professionals.

Almost all

survey respondents and 100% of interviewees)
in looping again in the future.

(95% of

were interested

They took pride in what

they'd seen as a worthwhile endeavor for themselves and
their students and felt empowered to have made a difference
in their schools.

In my opinion,

it is this level of

teacher commitment that can have a powerful,
on the teaching/learning situation.
Deming

(1986)

and Senge

(1990),

positive impact

Citing the work of

Darling-Hammond points out

the following:
Contemporary research indicates that workers
derive satisfaction from doing their jobs
effectively; they are motivated by opportunities
for learning, growth, and responsibility; their
productivity and job satisfaction are increased by
opportunities to work with others toward the
attainment of shared goals. ... It is this . . .
view that undergirds policy proposals aimed at
increasing the knowledge of school staff and
redesigning schools so they can use more effective
practices.
(1997, 239)
The looping initiatives examined in this study are
reflective of the kind of environment necessary for teachers
to grow professionally and feel greater efficacy in their
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roles.

By their growing,

it was clear that

students were

given an opportunity to grow as well.
Thus,

I

have found that reachers report

sufficient

positive attributes of a program of permanence
such as

looping,

to warrant giving it

in group,

serious consideration

as an option for restructuring the traditional grade
configurations of a school.

This would allow for multiage

placement and the apparent benefits that
can bring.
shown,

In general,

such an arrangement

I would conclude that this

from the viewpoint of the practitioner,

looping model has

It

organizational change.

that the

is a relatively simple
Its

implementation requires

professional development and long-range planning.
this

study has

significant potential to impact

educational reform.

addition,

level

study has shown that

limited
In

looping can have

perceived positive effects on the teaching/learning process,
the curriculum,

on the social-emotional growth of children,

school climate,

home-school relationships,

and the

empowerment of both teachers and students.
For the most part,
effectiveness of

empirical data regarding the

looping are absent,

but

should this weigh

heavily in evaluating the effectiveness of
assessed through this

study?

writes regarding teachers'
seriously.
real

Not

looping as

if what Darling-Hammond

views of testing is to be taken

She sees that most teachers want to focus on

learning and not

just procedures.

to be active participants

They want

in their learning,
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students

making their

learning relevant and connected.
not

Such aspects of

learning

always easily quantified:
Despite policymakers' presumption that teachers
should use standardized test results to gauge
their teaching effectiveness, only 12 percent of
teachers in our sample found the results useful.
Over two-thirds (69 percent) said they gauged
their effectiveness from what they observed about
how will students were learning and from direct
student feedback. . . . Most teachers (78 percent)
felt that standardized tests fail to measure
important aspects of teaching and learning
including achievement in such academic areas as
writing and problem solving and growth in
important areas of social and emotional
development such as the ability to work with
others.
(1997, 89)
Therefore,

the results of this study do provide the

kind of evidence that teachers
useful.

As this

audience,

the

field today do find

study was designed to be useful to that

lack of testing data and statistical proof

should not detract
it

in the

from its value concerning the information

can provide to educators regarding looping.
A final caution regarding any of the results of this

study,

however,

must be made.

It must be remembered that,

in this very human institution of the school,
teachers themselves,
and personalities,

and their individual

most

“When all

for students'

capacities of
This view is

is the

skills,

abilities,

that contribute so heavily to the

teaching-learning dynamic
looped or not.

it

in any one classroom,
is said and done,

whether

what matters

learning are the commitments and

their teachers”

(Darling-Hammond,

supported by testing expert,

293).

George Madaus

(seventh grade math teacher of this researcher),
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1997,

who wrote,

quoting Parker J.

Palmer in part,

“Teachers,

not assessment,

must be the cornerstone of any systemic reform directed at
improving our schools
is

the

....

'A teacher,

1997,

However,

there

is no guarantee,

because

it

is

individual teacher that will make the biggest

difference

in the life and learning of each student.

been true throughout time,
at

this model of

in group could make the chances of good teaching

likely.
the

(Darling-

increased knowledge of students that teachers

would have over time in a looped setting,
persistence

[test],

293).

Given the

still

some

living link in the epistemological chain'”

Hammond,

more

not

that

As has

is the dynamic that remains

the very heart and soul of every educational

system and

every teaching/learning situation.
In spite of this caution and the general
this one,

small

study,

“ultimately,

limitations of

the measure of any

school practice must be whether it benefits the students
that

the

basis,

I

school

serves”

(Arhar et al.,

do conclude from this

perceptions of

1989,

24) .

On this

study of teachers'

looping that this model of persistence

in

group is a practice that can be of benefit to the students
it

serves.

Recommendations

for Future Research

Even when seeking to confirm previous work,
research project
Thus,
the

this

is

every

just a beginning of an area of study.

small project,

regarding teachers'

looping experience and the viability of
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perceptions of

looping as a

restructuring alternative,

should be replicated to reach a

wider sampling of educators.

Its

findings

should be

strengthened or disproved through a replication of its
efforts,

but with a larger and more diverse population.

the practice of

looping gains

indicated by its

in popularity,

1997,

an issue.

as possibly

inclusion as a main topic of discussion at

the National Elementary School Principals'
March of

As

Convention in

locating subjects for study should be

less of

To make the studies more meaningful and/or

acceptable to the general public,

consideration should also

be given to providing a quantitative study of this
phenomenon.

Through formally monitoring/evaluating looping

programs with the use of specific assessment

instruments,

the academic and affective effectiveness of persistent
grouping programs and their outcomes could be measured.
example,

an action research project,

classes at

For

designed to track two

the same grade level within the same

school/community,

one

looped and one not

establish an experimental/control

looped,

would

factor in seeking

definitive answers around any possible advantages of
looping.
Another avenue of

future research might

include

conducting a longitudinal study to determine the effects
over time that persistent grouping models,
might have on students'

overall performance.

interesting to follow these
grades to learn what,

such as

looping,

It would be

looping students through the

if any,

impact the
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looping structure

may have had on their success beyond the elementary school
years.

Another interesting study could target

populations

for study,

the gifted/talented,

such as special education students,

or those

to determine the impact

specific

identified as being at-risk,

looping programs might have on

meeting their unique needs.
One other possible area of

future study might be in a

research project conducted solely from the perspective of
the administrator.

The

focus here might be on whether

multiyear placements can be used as an effective tool

in

challenging teachers to raise their own performance
standards.

Could looping or other multiyear placements

offer a means of pressuring a marginal teacher to improve?
As

schools attempt to reorganize

for excellence,

this type

of research might prove beneficial to administrators.
A final recommendation for future research comes
the questions raised around the different ways

from

looping

programs were instituted in the various schools that
participated in this

study.

Studies of

interest might

include those that help determine the most effective way to
plan for persistent grouping on a school-wide basis,
those that

or

look to determine the effectiveness of

incorporating this type of organizational change

into a

school's overall

what

improvement plan.

For example,

is the

value of making looping a part of a school's vision versus
isolated efforts by individual classes or grade
initiate a looping model?

levels to

Such studies would be of value to
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schools as they weigh the possibilities of restructuring for
positive change.
In conclusion,
teachers,
looping,

I believe,

on the basis of this

that a program of persistence

in group,

study of

such as

currently holds significant promise as an option

for restructuring grade

levels to improve the

teaching/learning process
offers the potential

in the elementary school.

Looping

for a strong benefit to its

participants with a minimal risk.

As this study from the

perspective of the classroom teacher shows,
gain and so little to lose,

with a lot

to

I have confidence in

recommending looping as an organizational plan worthy of
consideration by all elementary schools.
reported by the ASCD:
that

.

.

as

“Some educators are already convinced

looping can make a positive

conclusive data.

After all,

.

impact,

'Where else

with or without

(but at

school)

do you

keep changing significant people in your life and think it's
good?'”

(Checkley,

1995,

6).
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APPENDIX A
SUMMARY OF GOALS 2000
In stressing quality education from early childhood through lifelong
learning,

the President and the nation’s Governors adopted the National

Education Goals, ;which were put into law by the Congress in the Goals
2000:
Educate America Act.
The Goals state that by the year 2000:

=> All children in American will start school ready to learn.
Readiness Goal)

(School

=> The high school graduate rate will increase to at least 90 percent.
(School Completion Goal)

=> All students will leave grades 4,

8,

and 12 having demonstrated

competency over challenging subject matter including English,
mathematics,
economics,

science,

arts,

foreign languages,

history,

and geography,

civics and government,
and every school in America

will ensure that all students learn to use their minds well,
may be prepared for responsible citizenship,
productive employment

so they

further learning,

in our nation's modern economy.

and

(Student

Achievement and Citizenship Goal)
=>

United States students will be first in the world of mathematics and
science achievement.

=>

(Mathematics and Science Goal)

Every adult American will be literate and will possess the knowledge
and skills necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the
rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

(Adult Literacy and

Lifelong Learning Goal)
=>

Every school

in the United State will be free of drugs,

violence,

and

the unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol and will offer a
disciplined environment conductive to learning.

(Safe, Disciplined,

and Alcohol and Drug-Free Schools Goal)
=> The nation's teaching force will have access to programs for the
continued improvement of their professional

skills and the opportunity

to acquire the knowledge land skills needed to instruct and prepare
all American students for the next century.

(Teacher Education and

Professional Development Goal)

=> Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental
involvement and participation in promoting the social,
academic growth of children.

"High Standards

emotional,

and

(Parental Participation Goal)

for All Students" U.S.
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Department of Education,

June 1994

APPENDIX B
LETTER FOR ACCESS
(INTERVIEW)
47 Osgood Road
P.O. Box 352
Charlton City, MA 01508
May 10, 1997
Dear _:
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts - Amherst,
School of Education.
Presently, I am working on a special research project for
my dissertation; I am asking for your voluntary participation in that project.
Specifically, I am interested in learning more about the looping program(s) at
your school and about your participation in the program.
Your participation will entail granting me a personal interview of
approximately one hour's duration, a conversation I would like to tape record
for transcribing purposes only.
I will be happy to share the interview guide
with you prior to our meeting, but areas of particular interest to me would be
the way your school organized for looping and the effects its implementation has
had on the teaching-learning situation in your classroom.
Such effects might
include the impact, if any, on classroom organization, issues of classroom
management, the curriculum, planning for instruction, student-teacher
interactions, effect on special needs students, and the home-school connection.
Please know that your identity and the identity of your school will be
protected by the use of pseudonyms throughout the dissertation.
I may find it
necessary to quote directly from our interview, but I will not use your name in
any part of the report.
I will also be pleased to share a copy of the
transcript with you and will also be pleased to share the results of my research
with you.
I appreciate your willingness to give your time to this project and
helping me to learn more about looping from your perspective.
If you have any
questions, please feel free to call me at (508) 248-7711 or contact my
professor. Dr. Gretchen Rossman, at (413) 545-4377.
Again, thank you for your cooperation.

Sincerely yours.

Linda E. Denault
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LETTER FOR ACCESS
(QUESTIONNAIRE)

47 Osgood Road
P.O. Box 352
Charlton City, MA 01508
May 10, 1997
Dear _:
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts - Amherst,
School of Education.
Presently, I am working on a special research project
for my dissertation; I am asking for your voluntary participation in that
project.
Specifically, I am interested in learning more about the looping
program(s) at your school and about your participation in the program.
Your participation will entail completing the attached questionnaire
regarding your perspective on looping.
As it is objective in nature, I hope
it will take little of your time to complete.
All responses will be
completely anonymous.
The questionnaire will highlight areas that are of
particular interest to me, including the way your school organized for looping
and the effects its implementation has had on the teaching-learning situation
in your classroom.
Such effects might include the impact, if any, on
classroom organization, issues of classroom management, the curriculum,
planning for instruction, student-teacher interactions, effect on special
needs students, and the home-school connection.
Please know that your identity and the identity of your school will not be
disclosed.
Results of the survey will be reported only in a collective manner
through a summary of general findings regarding looping.
I will be pleased to
share the results of my research with you, if you are interested.
I appreciate your willingness to give your time to this project and
helping me to learn more about looping from your perspective.
Of course, as
prompt a response as possible would be most helpful.
If you have any
questions, please feel free to call me at (508) 248-7711 or contact my
professor. Dr. Gretchen Rossman, at (413) 545-4377.
Again,

thank you for your cooperation.

Sincerely yours,

Linda E. Denault
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APPENDIX C
HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW FORM AND CONSENT FORM
Doctoral Form D-7B

Linda Denault

SOCIAL SEC.

NO.

019-34-1878

Please answer the following questions:
1.

How will human participants be used?

One phase of the study will involve focused interviews with four
classroom teachers involved with looping.
The second phase of the study will involve approximately 30 teachers
who will be asked to respond anonymously to a questionnaire.
2.

How have you ensured that the rights and welfare of the human
participation will be adequately protected

Participation in the study is voluntary.
Each participant will have
the opportunity to review the transcript of his/her interviews as
well as the results of the study.
Participants may withdraw at any
time.
3.

How will you provide information about your research methodology to
the participants involved?

Interviewees will receive a copy of the interview guidelines prior to
the interview.
Results will be shared with participants upon
request.
4.

How will you obtain the informed voluntary consent of the human
participants or their legal guardians?

(Criteria for an samples of

content forms are available from the Graduate Program Office.)
Please attach a copy of your consent form.

Letter of consent is included with this submission.
5.

How will you protect the identity and/or confidentiality of your
participants?

Pseudonyms will be used for all teacher and school names.
questionnaires will be reported in summary only.
Attach an abstract of your proposal.
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Responses to

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM

47 Osgood Road
P.O. Box 352
Charlton City, MA 01508
May 10,

1997

Dear _:
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts - Amherst,
School of Education.
Presently, I am working on a special research
project for my dissertation; I am asking for your voluntary
participation in that project.
Specifically, I am interested in
learning more about the looping program(s) at your school and about your
participation in the program.
Your participation will entail granting me a personal interview of
approximately one hour's duration, a conversation I would like to tape
record for transcribing purposes only.
I will be happy to share the
interview guide with you prior to our meeting, but areas of particular
interest to me would be the way your school organized for looping and
the effects its implementation has had on the teaching-learning
situation in your classroom.
Such effects might include the impact, if
any, on classroom organization, issues of classroom management, the
curriculum, planning for instruction, student-teacher interactions,
effect on special needs students, and the home-school connection.
Please know that your identity and the identity of your school
will be protected by the use of pseudonyms throughout the dissertation.
I may find it necessary to quote directly from our interview, but I will
not use your name in any part of the report.
I will also be pleased to
share a copy of the transcript with you and will also be pleased to
share the results of my research with you.
I appreciate your willingness to give your time to this project
and helping me to learn more about looping from your perspective.
If
you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (508) 248-7711 or
contact my professor. Dr. Gretchen Rossman, at (413) 545-4377.
Again, thank you for your cooperation.

Sincerely yours.

Linda E. Denault

Date

Participant's Signature
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW GUIDELINES
(Basic guide to be followed during focused interviews)
Research Topic:

I.

Persistence in Group - "Looping"

How did you first learn about looping and what motivated you/your
school to consider looping?

II. Tell me about how the program was initiated...
A. the planning process, including time sequence,
B. any investigations and/or training that preceded the decision to
loop,
C. involvement of the administration,
D. selection of participants (staff and students),
E. involvement of parents in this process?
III.

Was the School Council or School Committee involved in the
decision to loop?

IV. Where does looping "fit" in the overall picture of your school?
A.
Is it part of the school's stated vision?
B. How aware or involved is the rest of the faculty and staff in
terms of the looping program?
C.
Is there general interest in looping?
D. Are there regular opportunities, i.e. at faculty meetings, for
you to share about your looping experience?
V.

When you volunteered or were first selected to loop, what was your
reaction?
A. Please describe how this changed your preparation for the close
of that school year and your planning/preparation for the next.
B. What was this transition process like for both you and your
students?
C. Please speak to the differences, if any, that you noted from the
traditional close of the school year and subsequent opening of
the next, i.e., curriculum changes, attitudes, specific
differences on the last day in June and the first day in
September?
D. Did you "link" the years with any summer projects for students?

VI. How would you describe the looping experience in that second
critical year?
Please speak to the impact of looping on the following...
A. Planning?
B. Curriculum?
C. Classroom management and discipline?
D. Relationships with and among students (teacher-student and
student-student)?
E. Home-school connections?
F. Parent conferences?
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VII. Did you see any observable benefits or drawbacks to students in
terms of academic performance or social-emotional growth?
citing specific examples.)
VIII. As the teacher of the looped classroom,

(Encourage

did you experience any

direct benefits or did you perceive any disadvantages to you
personally by your involvement in the looping program?
IX. From your perspective,

were there any impacts specific to particular

student populations as a result of their participation in looping?
A.

special education?

inclusion of special needs students?

B.

at-risk students?

C.

gifted/talented or high-achieving students?

D.

Were any "high stake" decisions,

such as retention,

impacted by

looping?
E.
X.

Were you able to be more developmentally appropriate by looping?

As the classroom teacher,
and disadvantages of

what do you perceive to be the advantages

instituting a program of looping in the

elementary school?
XI. Do you feel more accountable for your students and their academic
progress in a looped setting?

What impact has looping had,

on assessment and/or report cards?

if any,

Was any specific testing program

a part of the looping program?
XII. Was the administrative support you received during the looping
experience adequate?

Would you suggest any different or expanded

role for your building administrator?
would...

re:

("If

I were the principal,

I

looping.")

XIII. Would you be interested in looping again?
anything differently?

If so,

would you do

What advise would you give to colleagues who

were considering initiating looping?
XIV. What do you see as the future of

looping in your school/district?

XV. If there is anything about the looping experience about which we
haven't spoken,

please share that with me now.
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APPENDIX E
SAMPLE OF QUESTIONNAIRE
Research Topic:
I.

I first learned about looping/multi-year placements through the
following: (check all that apply)
A.

literature/journals

B.

conference/workshop

C.

colleagues/visitation

D.

other?__(please specify)

II.

The idea to implement looping in my school was initiated by:
A.

central office administration

B.

building level administration

C.

teacher(s)

D.

joint decision _(indicate parties)

E.

other? _(please specify)

III.

Parents in our school were part of our school's decision to loop.
A.

4.

5.

Persistence in Group - "Looping"

_Yes

_No

(If "yes",

indicate how.)

Indicate the level of involvement of your School Council in
initiating the looping program.
5

4

3

2

1

High

Moderate

Limited

Informed Only

Not
involved

Indicate the level of involvement of the School Committee initiating
the looping program.
5

4

3

2

1

High

Moderate

Limited

Informed Only

Not
involved

For the following questions/statements.
level:

please indicate your agreement

5

4

3

2

1

Strongly Agree

Agree

Limited Agreement

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

There was a general interest in looping among the majority of my
school's staff.
1. There was a general interest in looping among the majority of my
school's staff.
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Questionnaire cont.
2. We regularly share about professional concerns/ideas,
looping, at our faculty meetings.
3. My school administrator(s)
the looping program.

such as

is/are, was/were very supportive of

4. Looping in my school could be characterized as a school-wide
initiative.
5.

Looping in my school is an isolated endeavor.

6.

Looping in my school is a regularly considered option.

7.

When looping was first initiated,
for faculty.

8.

Parents were given the option of having their children
participate in looping.

9.

In regard to teacher-student match for the second year, both
teacher and parent may opt for a non-looped placement.

it was on a voluntary basis

10. Closing of school went more smoothly knowing I'd remain with
the same class for the next year.
11. Academically, students accomplished more in June, than
typically occurs, between looped years.
12. As a teacher,
looped class.

I gave specific summertime assignments for my

13. Parents/students reported less summer anxiety (re:

next grade)

during the looping year.
14. There has been stronger home-school links with my looped class.
15. Parent conferences are more productive during the second year
of looping.
16. September of the second year was academically richer/more
productive, because my same class returned.
17. I lost little/no time with get acquainted/review/start-up tasks
the second September.
18. Discipline was an issue in the second year,

as my students and

I became "too familiar."
19. Students benefited socially/emotionally from the looped program
as evidenced by stronger interpersonal skills and bonds.
20. Looping made a positive impact on at-risk students in my class.
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Questionnaire cont.
_21 • Looping made a positive impact on special education students in
my class.
_22* I did not consider retaining any students when I knew we'd
loop.
_23. Classroom management issues were easier the second year.
_24. From the teacher's perspective, looping requires more
planning/preparation than traditional grade level plans.
_25. My gifted/talented students showed no extra gains in the
looping program.
_26. I was able to try a greater variety of teaching/assessment
strategies in a looped program.
_27. I consider looping to be more developmentally appropriate than
the traditional configuration of grades.
_28. I felt more accountable for the academic/social-emotional
growth of my students in a looped rather than traditional
setting.
_29. In terms of professional development opportunities,
prepared to initiate a looping program.

I felt

_30. I was pleased by the level of support I received from my
administrator.
_31. If I had the opportunity,
looping again.

I would definitely be interested in

_32. A formal testing program was used to assess the achievement of
looped students.
(If so, please indicate the test.)
Please indicate your grade level(s):
If you would recommend looping,
it would be most beneficial?
Additional Comments:

_

at which grade level(s)

(Optional)

240

do you believe
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APPENDIX G
GRAPHIC REPRESENTATIONS OF QUESTIONS FROM TABLE F.l

RESPONDENTS

HI. There was a general interest in looping among the
majority of my school's staff.

We regularly share about professional concerns/
ideas such as looping, at our faculty meetings.
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H 3. My school administrator(s) is/are, was/were very
supportive of the looping program.
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H 4. Looping in my school could be characterized as a
schoolwide initiative.
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B 6. Looping in my school is a regularly considered option.
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H7. When looping was first initiated, it was on a voluntary
basis for faculty.
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fB 8. Parents were given the option of having their children
participate in looping.
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B9. In regard to teacher-student match for the second year, both
teacher and parent may opt for a non-looped placement.

RESPONDENTS

BIO. Closing of school went more smoothly knowing I'd remain
with the same class for the next year.
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■ 11. Academically, students accomplished more in June,
than typically occurs, between looped years.
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As a teacher, I gave specific summertime assignments
for my looped class._

012.

252

RESPONDENTS

>13. Parents/students reported less summer anxiety
(re: next grade) during the looping year.
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Hl4. There has been stronger home-school links with my
looped class.
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B15. Parent conferences are more productive during the second
year of looping.
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B16. September of the second year was academically richer/
more productive, because my same class returned.
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H17.1 lost little/no time with get acquainted/review/start-up
tasks the second September.
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□ 18. Discipline was an issue in the second year, as my
students and I became "too familiar."
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H19. Students benefited socially/emotionally from the
looped program as evidenced by stronger interpersonal
skills and bonds.

i 20. Looping made a positive impact on at-risk students
in my class._
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B21. Looping made a positive impact on special education
students in my class.
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B 22. I did not consider retaining any students when I knew
we’d loop.
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econd year.
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B24. From the teacher's perspective, loooping requires more
planning/preparation than traditional grade level plans.
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□ 25. My gifted/talented students showed no extra gains
in the loooping program.
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H26.1 was able to try a greater variety of teaching/assessment
strategies in a looped program.

o

259

H27.1 consider looping to be more developmental^
appropriate than the traditional configuration of grades

4-*
r
■a a>
E
0)
E U0)

tt)
£

z*

05 o>
o 2

05

<

CO <

05

>> a>

0)
o>

CD
05 Z.

£ °>
O <0

CD

CO

.fc;

CO

CO Q

b

Li O)

(D
CO

c
o

z

CL
CO

05

m

028.1 felt more accountable for the academic/social-emotional
growth of my students in a looped rather than traditional settinc.
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■ 29. In terms of professional development opportunities,
I felt prepared to initiate a looping program.
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administrator.
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B31. If I had the opportunity, I would definitely be interested in
looping again.
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APPENDIX H
QUESTIONNAIRE SUMMARY SHEET
Research Topic:

I.

I first learned about looping/multi-year placements through the
following: (check all that apply)
11

a.

literature/journals

12

b.

conference/workshop

20

c.

colleagues/visitation

14

d.

other?
principal,

II,

Persistence in Group - "Looping"

i.e.,
bubble population

personal

interest.

(please specify)

The idea to implement looping in my school was initiated by:
3

a.

central office administration

10

b.

building level administration

18

c.

teacher(s)

12

d.

joint decision _i.e.,
teacher-superintendant,

parent-school

other

i. e.

teacher-principal,
(indicate parties)

SPED child,

BBN Tech.

Corp.(please specify)
III

IV.

Parents in our school were part of our school's decision to loop.

Yes

12

(If

Not Sure

No

Indicate the level of

"yes",

indicate how)

involvement of your School Council in

initiating the looping program.

V.

5=6

4=0

3=1

2=11

1=12

High

Moderate

Limited

Informed

Not

Only

involved

Not Sure=6

Indicate the level of involvement of the School Committee initiating
the looping program.

1=12

5=6

4=0

3=1

2=15

High

Moderate

Limited

Informed

Not

Only

involved
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Not Sure=3

For the following Questions/statements. please indicate your agreement
level:

5

4

3

2

1

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Limited
Agreement

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Majority
Responses
tUL

1. There was a general interest in looping among the
majority of my school's staff.
5=0
4=7
3=21
2=8
1=4
Not sure=2

£4

2. We regularly share about professional concerns/ideas,
such as looping, at our faculty meetings.
5=4
4=16
3=8
2=8
1=3

#5

3. My school administrator(s) is/are, was/were very
supportive of the looping program.
5=20
4=6
3=3
2=0
1=0
NA=1

#2

4. Looping in my school could be characterized as a
school-wide initiative.
5=4
4=4
3=9
2=14
1=9
NA=1

#4

5. Looping in my school is an isolated endeavor.
4-12
3=7
2=7
1=5
NA=1

♦Numbers here indicate the majority response for each statement,

5-9

1-32.

For the following questions/statements, please indicate your agreement
level:
5

4

3

2

1

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Limited
Agreement

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

3-2

6. Looping in my school is a regularly considered option.
4=2
3=13
2=13
1=6

5=7

jj

7. When looping was first initiated, it was on a voluntary
basis for faculty.
5=13
4-11
3=-l
2-=7
1=4
NA=4 (one
was teacher initiated)

5.

8.

Parents were given the option of having their children
participate in looping.
5=21
4=9
3=1
2=4
1=4

5.

9.

In regard to teacher-student match for the second year,
both teacher and parent may opt for a non-looped placement.
5=20
4=9
3=2
2=5
1=3

5

10.Closing of school went more smoothly knowing I’d remain
with the same class for the next year.
5=18
4=3
3=5
2=2
1=0

NA=2
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11. Academically,

students accomplished more in June,

typically occurs, between looped years.
2=2
1=0
No Response =5
12. As a teacher,

5=9

4=14

3=10

I gave specific summertime assignments for my

looped class.

5=16

4=11

3=6

2=5

1=1

13. Parents/students reported less summer anxiety
grade)
NA—1

than

during the looping year.

5=26

4=12

(re:

3=1

next
2=0

1=0

14. There has been stronger home-school links with my looped
class.

5=24

4=12

3=3

2=1

1=0

15. Parent conferences are more productive during the second
year of looping.

5=21

4=10

3=2

2=2

1=-

NA=5

16.September of the second year was academically richer/more
productive,
2=0
17.1

1=0

because my same class returned.

5=28

4=9

3=1

NA=1

lost little/no time with get acquainted/review/start-up

tasks the second September.
NA=1

5=26

4=12

3=0

18.Discipline was an issue in the second year,
and I became "too familiar."

5=0

4=6

2=0

1=0

as my students

3=7

2=12

1=12

NA=2
19.Students benefited socially/emotionally from the looped
program as evidenced by stronger interpersonal skills and
bonds.

5=19

4=18

3=2

2=0

1=0

20. Looping made a positive impact on at-risk students in my
class.

5=21

4=11

3=5

2=1

1=0

NA=1

21. Looping made a positive impact on special education
students in my class.

5=19

4=6

3=10

2=0

1=0

NA=3

22.1 did not consider retaining any students when I knew we'd
loop.

5=10

4=8

3=7

2=8

1=3

NA=1

23. Classroom management issues were easier the second year.
5=17

4=13

3=5

2=2

1=0

NA=1

24. From the teacher's perspective,

looping requires more

planning/preparation than traditional grade level plans.
5=13

4=11

3=7

2=5

1=4

25. My gifted/talented students showed no extra gains in the
looping program.

5=0

4=2

3=4

2=15

1=12

NA=5

26.1 was able to try a greater variety of teaching/assessment
strategies in a looped program.

5=13

4=18

3=9

2=0

1=0

27.1 consider looping to be more developmentally appropriate
than the traditional configuration of grades.
3=5
28.1

2=2

5=16

4=17

1=0

felt more accountable for the academic/social-emotional

growth of my students in a looped rather than traditional
setting.

5=18

4-16

3=4 2=2
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1=0

4

29.In terms of professional development opportunities,
prepared to initiate a looping program.
2=4
1=1
NA=1

5.

5=12

I

4=14

felt
3=9

30.1 was pleased by the level of support I received from my
administrator.

5.

5=21

4=11

31.If I had the opportunity,
in looping again.

NA

3=4

=4

1=1

I would definitely be interested

5=23

4=9

3=5

2=2

1=0

32.A formal testing program was used to assess the achievement
of looped students.

(If so,

Test:Mat7/Iowa/MEAP.)

5=1

please indicate the
4=3

3=1

2=9

1=11 NA=12

Please indicate your grade level(s):
K—1

1-2

3

2-3

20

3-4

3

4-5

10

If you would recommend looping,

5-6

2

7-8

12

at which grade level(s)

do you believe

it would be most beneficial?
K-l
5

1
17

2-3

3-4

4-5

5-6

4932

Primary
2

Any

6-8

10

(1 @ NOT 4-5)
Note:

Recommendation reflects personal experience.

Additional Comments:

(Optional)

See Tally Sheet and Comment Book
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7-8

11

APPENDIX I
WOLVERLY SCHOOL PARENTAL SURVEY
(Compiled by Classroom Teacher Maria)
Grade 4-5 Loop
SURVEY QUESTIONS:

I.

I feel that my child's attitude toward school and learning has
improved in the looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree=100%
No Opinion=0%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%

II.

I

feel that my child's reading abilities have progressed well in

the looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 88%
No Opinion = 6%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 6%
III.

I

feel that my child's writing abilities have progressed well in

the looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 94%
No Opinion = 6%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%
IV.

I

feel that my child's math abilities have progressed well in the

looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 88%
No Opinion = 6%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 6%
V.

I

feel that my child's

individual needs have been met in the

looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 100%
No Opinion = 0%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%
VI.

I

feel that the continuity of the looping program has positively

affected my child's learning.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 88%
No Opinion = 12%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%
VII.

I am pleased that my child was placed in the looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 100%
No Opinion = 0%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%

267

VIII.

If possible, I would place my child or another one of my children
in a looping program again.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 100%
No Opinion = 0%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 0%

IX.

I would like to see the looping program extended to other grad
levels.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 94%
No Opinion = 0%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 6%

X.

I

feel that the transition into third grade was easier because e

of the looping program.
Strongly Agree & Agree = 83%
No Opinion = 11%
Disagree & Strongly Disagree = 6%
COMMENTS WRITTEN BY PARENTS REGARDING LOOPING PROGRAM
"In my particular case we have a child who suffers from anxiety induced
migraine headaches.
year.

He suffers greatly at the beginning of each school

Looping virtually eliminated this problem and for that reason

alone we were grateful for the opportunity to participate."
"I

feel my child enjoyed being with the same group.

special friendships which I

He made some very

feel he will always have.

I think even next

year when they get split up they will always share this bond together."
"I don't feel my child made many lasting friendships over the last two
years.

Again all the children she seeks

friendships with were on

another recess schedule so school contact was minimal,

which was a

definite downside to looping."
"The advantage of having the same teacher is that she is very familiar
with all her students.

Their weakness and strengths.

She would be able

to continue working with them from one year to another.
that there is a disadvantage.
child with a teacher I
other.

I don't feel

I also found it easier to discuss my

felt comfortable with - comfortable with each

They started school

just like they left - all buddies and very

familiar with each other."
"I would place my child in looping again if
group of students and teacher.

I

program to help the student grow,

feel

I

felt comfortable with the

if a teacher is going to use this

then it

is a useful program.

it takes a special teacher to make the program work.

It

I think

is a lot of

work for the teacher and I'm sure they need a lot of patience."
"Absolutely1!1
program.

I wish the whole teaching system would go to the looping

I highly recommend it.

I believe the children do much better

when they are comfortable.... It's a plus to our education system."
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"I would providing it was a similar classroom where the children are a
good group and the teacher was one I
with.

I don't believe it would work effectively in "any"

":any" type of teacher.
be applauded."
"No,

felt I could work and collaborate

I think two years of

"Absolutely.
great.

I

classroom with

Maria has done a tremendous job and she should

looping was enough."

feel that the progress with his education has been

He is somewhat shy/apprehensive and this gave him the

opportunity to not worry and really get into his work.

We would

definitely place him in a looping program again if he had the same
caliber teacher as

"Maria"

as well as his being comfortable with his

classmates."
"It would all depend on the rapport between the child and teacher.
of course any major conflicts with classmates.

Barring any problems of

this nature we would try looping again."
"It would be interesting to evaluate this group of children down the
road while attending Middle School.

I would also be interested in

Marie's evaluation of this looping program and her opinion of its
effects on the children for the future."

269

And

APPENDIX J
TEACHER ROTATION REPORT
Apple Center School - Prepared by Brenda
June 1997

Looking back on the past two years that I have spent with my class, I
have a mix of emotions.
if you spoke to me on several occasions this
year, you would have heard me ask:
"Why did I do this?"
The majority
of my days, especially the first two to three months of school and the
last few months, were very positive times.
I have become extremely
aware of the benefits of being with a class for more than one year.
My class of twenty-six is a widely varied group.
I had one special
education student, eight Title One students, a large number of average
achievers, and some extremely bright students.
I originally started out
with five students who had mild to severe behavior problems.
Because of
moves and transfers, I now have three.
I began to notice the positive effects as early as last May.
When the
venture was confirmed, I immediately noticed the absence of the usual
"separation anxiety."
The class maintained a higher level of attention
even as the summer break drew closer.
Usually attention and enthusiasm
are a challenge to maintain the closer we get to the end of the year.
This was not so.
We were able to accomplish a great deal even as late
as four days before the end.
Increased productivity and lessened
anxieties were the first real noticeable effects.
As expected, the rotation was greatly appreciated in the first two
months of the year.
The transition from grade five to six was quick and
we were able to bypass the orientation period of a new classroom and
teacher.
Rules and expectations were known, respected, and practiced.
The comfort level was high.
Because of this we participated in
activities usually performed after a month or two of being in the class.
The class felt safe to share thoughts, questions, and ideas.
Our math class was the curriculum area where we first viewed the benefit
of rotation.
Because summer work had been assigned to maintain skills,
only a very brief review was necessary and we were off into our studies.
This resulted in thoroughly covering a great deal of ground in math
class this year.
Knowing the students' strengths and weaknesses from
day one allowed us to focus in and adapt our lessons and instruction.
Our teaching became more focused and effective much sooner than is
possible in a regular classroom.
The other exciting area where I viewed a dramatic effect was in our
writing class.
The students had covered a great deal of the process of
writing and had established a knowledge of their own strengths and
weaknesses.
I was aware of their weak areas and we began on day one
writing and zeroing in on their individual skill areas.
The students'
writing has matured and the skills we practiced in fifth grade were
reinforced and built upon.
Their portfolio of writing samples speaks
for itself.
This was a very rewarding aspect.
I enjoyed being able to
take what we had accomplished in class last year and really get into the
'meat' of their writing.
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The third area where a positive effect was very evident was in the
students' social skills.
The class is based on a very high set of
behavioral standards.
Respect for all is expected and became quite
easily the norm.
Through class meetings, the problems of beginning
adolescents were addressed and problems were resolved.
This led to a
harmony in the group that resulted in a close familial relationship
among all (obviously this was not the case 185 days out of the year,
these are very typical children).
One student from the other class made
the observation that everyone in 6W got along and like each other.
I
consider this an incredible fact.
This group is made up of some very
strong personalities.
Some of the students social skills are very low.
The cooperation came about as a result of us all working very diligently
together to understand, educate, and respect.
I also enjoyed closer relationships with the families of my class.
Parent conferences were student lead this year.
The parents, students,
and teacher were responsible for reviewing the students' showcase
portfolios and setting specific educational and behavioral goals.
Because of familiarity, the lines of communication were more open.
Some
real problem solving happened and incredible growth occurred as a
result.
All was not perfect though in the teacher rotation model.
I did learn a
few valuable lessons as a result.
The first being, if there are
concerns expressed about the program by any member of the "team":
student, parent, or teacher, placement into another class needs to be
made.
The student should be placed before the new school year begins.
Because of the comfort level, classroom behavior was beginning to
change.
This problem arose for us in November.
The students appeared
to be taking advantage of the relationship.
We corrected this through
our class meeting discussion and a revision of the class policies and
procedures.
As I reflect, this challenge was due more to my
inexperience dealing with the sixth grade population.
In future
dealings with a sixth grade class, this would be anticipated and the
problem would not arise.
The students' behavior for the remainder of
the year, with a few natural exceptions, has been outstanding.
The familiarity factor was also the key factor in our being able to work
together so effectively to solve the problem of poor behavior and
disrespect.
Being able to vocalize the problem with the class, and work
out a solution together, may not happen in a class that does not feel as
close.
This group responded to the challenge and worked hard to
improve.
I must admit that the teacher rotation experience was challenging.
It
was a challenge that stimulated my enthusiasm for teaching.
I
thoroughly enjoyed the change in curriculum.
The experience was
rewarding beyond expression.
As a teacher it is a wonderful thing to
get the opportunity to take what you have spent a year to help nurture,
which you normally have to pass off to another, and continue the
process.
I am proud of our accomplishments.
Both the class and I have richer
lives because of our experience.
I hope to continue the teacher
rotation program again.
I am thankful to have had this special
opportunity.

271

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Adler, P. A. and Adler, P.
(1994). Observational
techniques. In N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook
of qualitative research (377-392). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

Yes!

Alley,
Middle

that

Allington, R. L. & Cunningham, P. M.
(1996).
work. NY: Harper Collins College Publishers

Arhar,
The effects
24-27.

R. A.
(1992). Fifth grade
School Journal. 26-29.

in the middle

school?

Schools

J. M., Johnston, J. H., & Markle, G. C.
(1989).
of teaming students. Middle School Journal. 20.

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.
(1995). The Seven Oaks experience. Education Update. 37. 6.
Azmitia, M.
(1988). Peer interaction and problem
solving. Child Development. 59(1). 87-96.
Barnes, H.
(1980). An introduction to Waldorf
education. Teachers College Record. 81. 323-336.
Barnes, H.
(1991). Learning that grows with the
learner: An introduction to Waldorf education. Educational
Leadership. 49, 52-54.
Berk, L. E. & Winsler, A.
(1995). Scaffolding
children1s learning:_Vygotsky and early childhood
education. Washington, DC: NAEYC.
Betchol, W. M. & Sorenson, J.S.
(1993). Restructuring
schooling for individual students. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Boyer, E. L.
(1995). The basic school: A community for
learning. Princeton, NJ: The Carnegie foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching.
Brandt, R.
(1990). On restructuring schools: A
conversation with Al Shanker. Educational Leadership.
47. (7) , 11-16 .

The

Braun, F. G.
(1985). Needed:
Executive Educator. 39-40.

Elementary school

reform.

Bredekamp, S.
(Ed.).
(1997). Developmentally
appropriate practice in early childhood programs serving
children from birth through grade 8. Washington, DC:
National Association for the Education of Young Children

272

Burke, D. L.
(1996). Multi-year teacher/student
relationships are a long overdue arrangement. Phi Delta
Kappan. 77. 360-361.
Byrnes, D. A., Shuster, T., and Jones, M.
(1994).
Parent and student views of multiage classrooms. Journal
Research in Education. 9(1). 15-23.

the

Cawelti, G.
(1995). High school restructuring:
critical elements?
NASSP Bulletin. 1-15.

What

of

are

Chapman, M. L.
(1995). Designing literacy learning
experiences in a multi-age classroom. Language Arts. 72.
416-428.
Charmaz, K.
(1983) . The grounded theory method: An
explanation and interpretation. In R.M. Emerson (Ed.),
Contemporary Field Research(109-126). Prospect Heights,
Waveland.

IL:

Checkley, K.
(1995). Multi-year education: Reaping the
benefits of “looping.” ASCD: Education Update. 37. 1+.
Clinchy, E.
(1995). Why are we restructuring?
Schools. New Communities. 2(3). 7-12.

New

Cochran-Smith, M. & Lytle, S.L.
(1996). Communities for
teacher research: Fringe or forefront. In M.W. McLaughlin
and I. Oberman (Eds.), Teacher Learning: New Policies. New
Practices (pp. 92-112). New York: Teachers College Press.

OR:

Conley D.T.
(1997). Roadmap
University of Oregon.

Creswell, J. W.
(1994).
and quantitative approaches.

to Restructuring.

Research designs:
Newbury Park, CA:

Eugene,

Qualitative
Sage.

Cushman, K.
(1994). The whys and hows of the multi-age
primary classroom. In D. Sumner and S. LaFourtune (Eds.),
Staying Focused on the Children.
(80-85).
Cusick, P. A.
(1997) . The
American Journal of Education.

coalition goes to
105(2). 211 -221.

school.

Darling-Hammond, L.
(1993). Reframing the school reform
agenda: Developing capacity for school transformation. Phi
Delta Kappan. 74. 753-761.
Darling-Hammond, L.
(1995). Policy for restructuring.
In A. Lieberman (Ed.), The work of restructuring schools:
Building from the ground up.
(pp. 157-175). New York:
Teachers College Press.

273

Darling-Hammond, L.
(1996). The quiet revolution:
Rethinking teacher development. Educational Leadership.
53 (6) , 410.
Darling-Hammond, L.
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

(1997).

The

right

to

learn.

San

Deming, W.E.
(1986). Out of the crisis. CambridgeMassachusetts Institute of Technology Center for Advanced
Engineering Study.
Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S.
(1994). Handbook
qualitative research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Downer, D.
schools. McGill

F.
(1991) .
Journal of

of

Review of research on effective
Education. 26(3). 323-331.

Drucker, P. F.
(1994). The age of social
transformation. Atlantic Monthly. 53-80.
DuFour, R.
(1995).
Educational Leadership.

42 .

Elkind,
2.

D.

(1987).

Restructuring
33-36.

is

not

Multiage grouping.

Elliot, 1.
(1996). We are
Teaching. K-8. 27(1). 54 58.

a

family of

enough.

Young

Children.

learners.

Elmore, R.F.
(1995). Structural reform and educational
practice. Educational Researcher. 24(9). 23-26.
Elmore, R. F. and Associates.
(1990). Restructuring
schools: The next generation of educational reform. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Emerson,
collection of
Press.

R. M.
(1983). Contemporary field research:
readings. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland

Epstein,
grades--grade

J. L.
(1990). What
span or practices?

A

matters in the middle
Phi Delta Kappan. 438-444.

Erickson, F.
(1986). Qualitative methods in research on
teaching. In M.C. Wittrock (Ed.), Handbook on research on
teaching.
(3rd ed.).
(199-161). New York: Macmillan.
Evans,
Leadership.
Evans,
Francisco:

R.

(1993) .

The

human

face

of

reform.

The

human

side

of

school

Educational

19-23.
R.

(1996).

Jossey-Bass.

274

change.

San

Falk, B.
(1996) . Teaching the way children learn.
In
M. W. McLaughlin and I. Oberman (Eds.), Teacher learning:
New policies, new practices (pp. 22-29). New York: Teachers
College Press.
Fawcett-Fox, C. A.
(1992). The critical
making change happen. NASSP Bulletin. 71-76.

ingredients

of

Feeher, B. N.
(1994). Staying together: Building
community in a two-year whole language experience. WLTA
Newsletter. 4-5.
Fontana, A. and Frey, J. H.
(1994). Interviewing: The
art of science. In N.K. Lincoln and Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.),
Handbook of qualitative research.
(361-376) . Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.
Foreman, G. E. and Kuschner, D. S.
(1983) . The child's
construction of knowledge: Piaget for teaching children.
Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of
Young Children.
Fullan, M. G., Bennett B., and Rolheiser-Bennett,
(1990) . Linking classroom and school improvement.
Educational Leadership. 47(8). 13.
Fullan, M. G. and Miles, M. B.
right: What works and what doesn't.
73(10), 744-752.

C.

(1992) . Getting reform
Phi Delta Kappan.

Gardner, H. & Hatch, T.
(1989). Multiple intelligences
go to school: Educational implications of the theory of
multiple intelligences. Educational Researcher. 18(8). 49.
Gaustad, J.
(1992).
Digest. 74. 95-96.

Nongraded primary education.

ERIC

Gaustad, J.
(1992b). Nongraded education, mixed-age,
integrated, and developmentally appropriate education for
primary children. Eugene, OR: Oregon School Study Council.
Gaustad, J.
(1994) . Nongraded education: Overcoming
obstacles to implementing the multiage classroom. Eugene,
Oregon: Oregon Study Council, University of Oregon.
Ginsburg. J. H.
(1982). Jean Piaget and Rudolph
Steiner: Stages of child development and implications
pedagogy. Teachers College Record. 84 327-337.

for

Glickman, C. D.
(1990). Open accountability for the
'90's : Between the pillars. Educational Leadership. 47(7).
38-42.

275

Goldman, J. P.
(1996).
fighting for nongradedness.
16 .

The movement's forerunner
The School Administrator.

still
53(1).

Gomolchuk, S. L. and Piland, W. E.
(1995) . Teacher
attitudes toward multi-age classes. Education Canada. 35(4).

28-32.
Goodlad, J. I. & Anderson, R.H.
(1987). The nonaraded
elementary school. New York: Teachers College Press.
Goodman, J.
(1995) . Change without difference: School
restructuring in historical perspective. Harvard Educational
Review. 65(1). 1-29.
Grant, J. and Johnson, B.
(1994). A common sense guide
to multi-age practices. Columbus, OH: Teachers' Publishing
Group.
Grant, J., Johnson, B., & Richardson, I.
(1996) .
looping handbook: Teachers and students progressing
together. Peterborough, NH: Crystal Springs Books.

The

Hallinger, P., Murphy, J., & Hausman, C.
(1992).
Restructuring schools: Principals' perceptions of
fundamental educational reform. Educational Administration
Quarterly. 28(3). 330 349.
Hampton, F. M., Mumford, D. & Bond, L.
(1997).
Enhancing urban student achievement through family oriented
school practices. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of
the American Research Association, Chicago, IL.
Hanson, B. J.
(1995). Getting to know you--multi-year
teaching. Educational Leadership. 53. 42-43.
Haslinger, J., Murphy, P., & O'Lare, L.
(1996).
Countering absenteeism, anonymity, and apathy. Educational
Leadership. 54(1). 47-49.
Haycock, K.
(1996).
reform. Change. 13-18.

Thinking differently about

Holland, H.
(1995). Change comes to bluegrass
The American School Board Journal. 28-33.
Jacoby, D.
(1994). Twice
Teaching K-8. 25. 104-105.

the

learning,

twice

Jarolimek, J. & Foster, C. D., Sr.
(1997).
learning in the elementary school. Upper Saddle
Merrill of Prentice-Hall.

276

school

country.

the

love.

Teaching and
River, NJ:

Johnson, H.
(1982). Grade organization:
based on local district needs and resources.
106-113.

A decision
NASSP Bulletin.

Katz, L. G., Evangelou, D., & Hartman, J. A.
(1990).
The case for mixed-age grouping in early education.
Washington, DC: NAEYC.

the

Keefe, J. W. & Jenkins, J. M.
(1997). Instruction and
learning environment. Larchmont, NY: Eye On Education.
Krueger,

R.

A.

(1988).

Focus

groups.

Newbery Park,

CA:

Sage.
Leibensperger, W.
Clearing House. 68(2).

(1994) . School
105-106.

Leichter, H. J.
(1980).
Teachers College Record. 81.
Lewis, A.
(1986) . The
schools. Phi Delta Kappan.

restructuring.

A note on time
360-370.

search continues
68(3). 187-188.

The

and education.

for effective

Louis, K. S., Kruse, S., & Raywid, M. A.
(1996).
Putting teachers at the center of reform: Learning schools
and professional communities. Bulletin. 9-21.
Maguire, P.
(1987). Doing participatory research: A
feminist approach. Amherst, MA: The Center for International
Education, School of Education, University of Massachusetts.
Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B.
(1995) . Designing
qualitative research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Mazzuchi, D.
Teaching K-8. 24.

and Brooks,
60-62.

N.

(1992).

Michaud, P. R.
(1992). Tomorrow's
Equity and Choice. 8. 60-63.

The

gift

of

time.

one-room schoolhouse.

Milburn, D.
(1981). A study of multi-age or family
grouped classrooms. Phi Delta Kappan. 62. 513-514.
Miles, M. A.
(1993) . 40 years of change in schools:
Some personal reflections. Educational Administration
Quarterly. 29(2). 213-248.
Miles, M. B.
(1964). Educational innovation: The nature
of the problem. In M.B. Miles (Ed.), Innovation in
education.
(pp 1-46). New York: Teachers College Press.

will

Miles, M.
and skill

B. & Seashore-Louis, K.
for change. Educational

277

(1990). Mustering the
Leadership. 57-61.

Miller, B. A.
(1994) . Children at the center:
Implementing the multiage classroom. Portland, OR:
Regional Educational Laboratory.

Northwest

Miller, B. A.
(1996). A basic understanding of multiage
grouping. The School Administrator 53(1). 12-17.
Miller, E.
(1996). Idealists and cynics: The
micropolitics of systemic school reform. The Harvard
Education Letter. 12(4). 1-3.
Muncey,

D.

E.

& McQuillan,

P.

J.

(1996).

Reform and

classy corns ; An ethnographic .trie#
of the coalition of essential schools.
Connecticut: Yale University Press.

New Haven,

National Center for Education Statistics.
(1996).
Digest of education statistics. Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and
Improvement.
National Commission on Excellence in Education.
(1983).
A nation at risk: The imperative for educational reform.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
National Education Goals Panel.
(1996). The national
education goals report: Building a nation of learners.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
Newberg,
713-717.

N.

A.

(1995).

Clusters.

Phi

Delta

Kappan.

O'Neil, J.
(1995). On lasting school reform: A
conversation with Ted Sizer. Educational Leadership.
4-9 .

76.

52(53.

Pajak, E.
(1993). Approaches to clinical supervision:
Alternatives for improving instruction. Norwood, MA:
Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.
Patton, M. Q.
(1990) . Qualitative evaluation and
research methods. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Pavan,
Educational

B.N.
(1992). The benefits
Leadership. 50(2). 22-25.

of

nongraded

schools.

Pavan, B. N.
(1992b). Nongradedness: Not simply a
grouping scheme. Educational Leadership. 50(2). 25.

own.

Peshkin, A.
Educational

(1988). In search of
Researcher, 17-21.

278

subjectivity--one's

Pierce, C.
(1994). Importance of classroom climate
at-risk learners. The Journal of Educational Research.
M(l) , 37-42 .

Delta

Pogrow, S.
(1996).
Kappan. 656-663.

Reforming the wannabe

for

reformers.

Prawat, R. S.
(1992). From individual differences
learning communities--our changing focus. Educational
Leadership. 9-13.

Phi

to

Punch, M.
(1994). Politics and ethics in qualitative
research. In N.K. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook
of qualitative research.
(83-97). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Purkey, S. C.
schools: A review.
427-452 .

and Smith, M. S.
(1983). Effective
The Elementary School Journal. 83(4).

Rathbone, C., Bingham, A., Dorta, P., McCaskey, M. &
O'Keefe, J.
(1993). Multiage portraits. Peterborough, NH:
Crystal Springs Books.

for

K-8.

Raymond, A.
(1996). “The basic school”--Important
school improvement. Teaching Pre-8. 26(4). 42-46.
Raymond, A.
(1996),
26(8). 42-47.

Norfolk's

“model”

school.

step

Teaching

Rehwoldt, W. & Hamilton, W. W.
(1957). By their
differences they learn. The National Elementary Principal.
37. 24-27.
Report of the National Commission on Teaching &
America's Future.
(1996). New York: 1996 National Commission
on Teaching & America's Future.
Rettig, K.
(1996).
Looping at Liberty Center
Elementary School-including parents in the process.
In J.
Grant, B. Johnson, and I. Richardson, The Looping Handbook
(81-85).
Peterborough, NY: Crystal Springs Books.
Robbins, P.
(1993). Exploring the link between staff
development and student achievement: The Napa project
revisited. Journal of Staff Development. 14(3). 15-17.
Robinson-Stark, K.A.
(1994). Long-term academic effects
of participation in a school district two-year kindergarten
program. Dissertation Abstracts International,_56,
(03) .
Rossman, G. B. & Wilson, B. L.
(1996). Context,
courses, and the curriculum: Local responses to state policy
reform. Educational Policy, 10(3). 399-421.

279

Salisbury, D. F. & Conner, D. R. (1994). How to succeed
as a manager of an education change project. Educational
Technology. 12-19.
Sarason, S. B. (1990). The predictable failure of
education reform. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Sarason, S. B. (1993). The case for change: Rethinking
the preparation of teachers. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Senge,
of the

P. (1990). The fifth discipline:
learning organization. New York:

The art and practice
Doubleday.

Sentencich, J. L. (1993). The impact of early grade
retention on the academic achievement and self-esteem of
seventh and eighth grade students. Masters Abstracts
International. 32.(03).
Sergiovanni, T. J.
schools. San Francisco:

(1994). Building community in
Jossey-Bass.

Shanker, A. (1994). Multi-age classrooms: Children
learning at their own speed. In D. Sumner and S. LaFourtune
(Eds.), Staying Focused on the Children.
(86).
Shephard, L. A. & Smith, M. L. Eds. (1989) . Flunking
grades: Research and policies on retention. New York: Falmer
Press.
Sizer, T. R. (1992). Horace's school: Redesigning the
American high school. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin.
Slavin, R. E. (1987) . Developmental and motivational
perspectives on cooperative learning: A reconciliation.
Child Development. 58. 1161-1167.
Slavin, R. E. (1991). Synthesis of research on
cooperative learning. Educational Leadership. 48. 71-82.
Slotnik, W. (1993). Core concepts of reform.
Executive Educator. 32-34.

The

Stapleford, T. A. (1995). Successful school change:
Lesson from two schools. ERS Spectrum. 13 (2) . 25-28.
Szabo, M. (1996). Rethinking restructuring. In M.W.
McLaughlin & I. Obennan (Eds.), Teacher learning: New
policies, new practices,
(pp. 73-91). New York: Teachers
College Press.
Uhrmacher, P. B. (1993). Coming to know the world
through Waldorf education. Journal of Curriculum and
Supervision. 9(1). 87-104.

280

United States Department of Education. (1994).
2000: The educate America act. Washington, DC.

Goals

Vann, A. S. (1992). Grade level reorganization in a
small school district: Making and implementing the decision.
ERS Spectrum. 10(4). 10-17.
Vann, A. S. (1997). Looping: Looking beyond the hype.
Educational Leadership. 76(5). 41-42.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The
development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.
Whitford, B. L. & Gaus, D. M. (1995) . With a little
help from their friends: Teachers making change at wheeler
school. In A. Lieberman (Ed.), The work of restructuring
schools.(pp 18 42). New York: Teachers College Press.
Wynne, E. A. & Walberg, H. J. (1994). Persisting
groups: An overlooked force for learning. Phi Delta Kappan.
75. 527-530.
Zahorik, J. A. & Dichanz, H. 1994. Teaching for
understanding in German schools. Educational Leadership.
75-78.
Zakariya, S.
Educator. 10-15.

B.

(1996) .

Change agent.

52.

The Executive

Zigarelli, M. A. (1996). An empirical test of
conclusions from effective school research. The Journal of
Educational Research. 90(2). 103-109.

281

